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1 IntroducƟon 

At the 2025 NATO summit, a notable remark by several security experts resonated across 

diplomaƟc circles: “NATO is becoming more European.” This statement encapsulates a subtle 

but profound shiŌ within the transatlanƟc alliance.1 While NATO has always been a collecƟve 

defence pact, it has historically been underpinned by U.S. military power, resources, a strategic 

leadership. Today, in a shiŌing geopoliƟcal environment characterised by Russia’s ongoing 

aggression, increasing instability in the Middle East, rising Chinese asserƟveness, an 

unpredictable domesƟc poliƟcs in the United States of America, Europe is stepping into a more 

asserƟve role.2 The idea of a “more European NATO” can be interpreted in mulƟple ways. From 

a structural perspecƟve, it points to Europe’s growing share of NATO’s defence burden, both 

in terms of financial contribuƟons and operaƟonal capacity.3 From a poliƟcal standpoint, it 

suggests a gradual rebalancing of influence, where European capitals coordinate more closely 

to define strategic prioriƟes.4 From an industrial perspecƟve, it reflects Europe’s investment in 

defence producƟon capacity, prompted be the war in Ukraine and reinforced by industrial 

cooperaƟon frameworks such as the European Defence Found.5 From a cultural and symbolic 

perspecƟve, it signals that NATO’s idenƟty is adapƟng. No longer seen merely as a U.S.-led 

shield, but increasingly as a transatlanƟc framework in which Europe is an equal partner rather 

than a junior ally. 

The evoluƟon in neither sudden nor without precedent. Since NATO’s founding in 1949, the 

alliance has adapted to various phrases of geopoliƟcal change, from the Cold War to post-Cold 

War enlargement and now renewed great-power compeƟƟon. The European “pillar” has been 

discussed since the 1960s, but only in recent years it gained tangible momentum. The 2025 

Hague Summit made this trend explicit, seƫng concrete targets such as the “5% investment 

commitment” for defence industrial capacity and increased forward deployments in Eastern 

Europe.6 As a European, an as someone wo has serves in uniform, I see this shiŌ merely as a 

 
1 cf. NATO, NATO Summit in The Hague, 2025 
2 cf. Yaffa, NATOS's ExistenƟal Moment, in Newyorker, 2025 
3 cf. Chatham House – InternaƟonal Affairs Think Tank, Five Key PrioriƟes for NATO aŌer the Summit in The Hague 
   and How to Make Progress, 2025 
4 cf. NATO aŌer the Hague Summit, 2025 
5 cf. Moneycontrol, Europe Builds for War as Arms Factories Expand at Triple Speed, 2025; LeMonade, How the 
   French Arms Industry Is Scaling Up, 2024 
6 cf. NATO, The Hague Summit DeclaraƟon issued by NATO Heads of State and Government, 2025; Ruitenberg, 
  NATO allies agree to boost defense spending to 5% at The Hague summit, 2025 
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policy adjustment but as a generaƟonal challenge. A more European NATO will require Europe 

not only to spend more, but think more strategically, act more decisively, and take on poliƟcal 

risk previously deferred to Washington. This in not only about hardware and budgets; this is 

about the maturity of Europe as a geopoliƟcal actor. 

2 Historical Context 

When the North AtlanƟc Treaty OrganisaƟon was established in April 1949, the immediate 

context was the emerging Cold War. Western Europe, devasted by the Second World War, was 

economically weakened and militarily vulnerable. The United States, whose industrial base 

was intact and whose military capabiliƟes were unmatched, took the lead in guaranteeing the 

security of Western Europe against the perceived Soviet threat77 In those early decades, the 

U.S. provided not only the bilk of NATO’s nuclear and convenƟonal deterrence but also much 

of its poliƟcal direcƟon. The asymmetry was structural. The Marshall Plan had rebuilt European 

economies, but Washington’s commitment to the conƟnent’s defence was the keystone. The 

Korean War (1950-1953) reinforced the urgency of military preparedness, promoƟng the 

rearrangement of West Germany and the creaƟon of integrated NATO command structures. 

By the 1960s, NATO had developed its dual-pillar idenƟty with both poliƟcal cohesion and 

military self-sufficiency. France’s parƟal withdrawal from NATO’s integrated military command 

in 1966 highlighted tensions between European strategic autonomy and alliance unity.8 

The post-Cold War period brought a different set of dynamics. With the dissoluƟon of the 

Soviet Union in 1991, the immediate existenƟal threat to Europe disappeared. NATO adapted 

by expanding its membership eastward, integraƟng former Warsaw Pact states and, later, 

BalƟc republics. This enlargement was accompanied by a shiŌ in operaƟonal focus. The 

alliance engaged in crisis management and out-of-area operaƟons, from Bosnia and Kosovo in 

the 1990s to Afghanistan aŌer 2001.9 Yet this period also saw a “peace dividend” in Europe, as 

many NATO members reduced defence budgets, relying on U.S. capabiliƟes for high-end 

warfare. The United States accounted for roughly 70% of NATO defence spending throughout 

the 200s, a disproporƟon that fostered recurring debates over burden-sharing.10 Two 

 
7 cf. NATO, The North AtlaƟc Treaty, 2023 
8 cf. Kimmel, Militarisierung des Marshallplans ab 1950, 2005 
9 cf. NATO, NATO operaƟons and missions, 2025b 
10 cf. AtlanƟc Council, A European manifesto: It’s Ɵme for a New NATO, 2024 
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developments in the 201s began to alert the equaƟon. First, Russia’s annexaƟon of Crimea in 

2014 shaƩered the post-Cold War security assumpƟon that interstate war in Europe was 

obsolete. NATO responded with the Readiness AcƟon Plan, enhanced forward presence in 

Eastern Europe, and renewed emphasis on collecƟve defence.11 

3 PoliƟcal Dimension 

The noƟon of a “European pillar” within NATO is not new. It dates back to the 1690s, when 

discussions around the European Defence Community and later the Western European union 

sought to give Europe greater strategic weight within the alliance. However, these efforts were 

limited by Cold War realiƟes like the U.S. nuclear umbrella and military supremacy which made 

any substanƟal European autonomy both poliƟcally unnecessary and logically impracƟcal. The 

post-Cold-War period offered opportuniƟes for Europe to take a more prominent role, but the 

combinaƟon of reduced defence budgets and reliance on U.S. expediƟonary capabiliƟes meant 

that Europe remained, in strategic terms, a junior partner. The geopoliƟcal upheavals of the 

last decades have given new urgency to the European pillar concept. Russia’s full-scale invasion 

of Ukraine in 2022 exposed Europe’s overreliance on U.S. enablers, from strategic liŌ to 

precision muniƟon, and revealed criƟcal shorƞallin ammuniƟon stocks and air defence 

capability.12 Simultaneously, shiŌs in U.S. domesƟc poliƟcs have made European policymakers 

acutely aware that Washington’s strategic focus is increasingly divided between Euro-AtlanƟc 

an Indo-Pacific threats.13 At the 2025 NATO Summit in The Hague, allies agreed on a package 

of measures explicitly framed as strengthening NATO’s European Capacity. The “5% investment 

commitment”. This commitment goes beyond the familiar 2% GDP spending target. PoliƟcally, 

the 2025 summit also reinforced mechanisms for EU-NATO coordinaƟon. While the EU remains 

disƟnct from NATO in membership and competencies, the two organisaƟons now hold regular 

joint meeƟngs at the highest poliƟcal and military levels.14 Today, key European capitals, 

notably Paris, Berlin, Warsaw, and London, are increasingly proacƟve in shaping alliance policy. 

These are designed to harmonise capability development plans, avoid duplicaƟon, and ensure 

that iniƟaƟves such as the EU’s Permanent Structured CooperaƟon (PESCO) complement 

 
11 cf. NATO, Readiness AcƟon Plan, 2025c 
12 cf. NATO, NATO aŌer the Hague Summit, 2025 
13 cf. Yaffa, NATO's ExistenƟal Moment, 2025 
14 cf. Chatham House – InternaƟonal Affairs Think Tank, Five Key PrioriƟes for NATO aŌer the Summit in The 
    Hague – and How to Make Progress, 2025 



 

4 
 

NATO’s defence planning process. The growing emphasis on European capacity als reflects a 

subtle but important shiŌ in poliƟcal culture. For decades, NATO decision-making oŌen 

followed a transatlanƟc dynamic in which Washington set the tone and European allies 

responded. Today, key European capitals like notably Paris, Berlin, Warsaw, and London, are 

increasingly proacƟve in shaping alliance policy, The Hargue Summit saw European leader 

propose and negoƟate major capability initaƟves, with the U.S. playing more of a supporƟve 

then direcƟve role. 

4 Military Dimension 

A “more European NATO” is not simply a maƩer of rhetoric or poliƟcal will; it manifests most 

concretely in the alliance’s military posture and capability development. Over the past three 

years, Europe has begun to close some of the most criƟcal capability gaps that were exposed 

during the early months of the war in Ukraine. ParƟcularly in the areas of air defence, longe-

range fires, and ammuniƟon producƟon. The allies agreed on expending the forward-deployed 

mulƟnaƟonal baƩlegroups in Eastern Europe into brigade-sized formaƟons, increasing combat 

readiness and deterrence credibility. Second, the summit formalised the “5% investment 

commitment”. Several European states are leading by example. Poland has ramped up its 

defence spending from 2.7% of GDP in 2022 to 4.2% in 2024, with plans to reach 4.7% in 2025, 

which is the highest percentage of GDP among NATO members.15 Its procurement program 

focuses heavily on armoured forces, such as the K2 and Abrams main baƩle tanks, and 

advanced air defence systems like Patriot and Narew.16 Germany, meanwhile, uƟlised a €100 

billion special defence fund (Zeitenwende) to raise its expenditures to €90.6 billion (2.12% of 

GDP) in 2024, and passed legislaƟon enabling a €500 billion boost to defence and 

infrastructure budgets.17 These developments are significant. For decades, the United States 

provided around 70% of NATO’s overall defence expenditure. Increasing European investment 

helps to balance the ledge, but more importantly, it enables Europe to take the lead in regional 

conƟngencies.18 As the AtlanƟc Council has argued, a credible European pillar should be able 

 
15 cf. NATO, NATO Review - Sharing the Burden,2025; European Parliament, EU Member States’ defence budgets, 
    2024 
16 cf. Euro News, Poland’s President Vows to Spend 4.7% of GDP on Defence This Year, 2025 
17 cf. European Parliament, EU Member States’ defence budgets, 2025; Ulatowski, The Illusion of Germany's 
    Zeitenwende, 2024 
18 cf. AtlanƟc Council, A European manifesto: It's Ɵme for a New NATO, 2024 
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to provide at least half of NATO’s convenƟonal defence capability in Europe’s immediate 

neighbourhood. Another area of progress is interoperability. NATO has long relied on common 

standards to ensure that forces from different naƟons can operate together. In recent years, 

Europe has invented more heavily in joint training exercises, integrated command structures, 

and standardised procurement. The 2025 summit reaffirmed the importance of the NATO 

Defence Planning Process (NDPP) as the central mechanism for aligning naƟonal capability 

goals with alliance requirements.  

5 Economic and Industrial Factors 

Russia’s aƩack on Ukraine shiŌed Europe’s security order from a “peace dividend” to 

permanent deterrence. NATO responded with the 2022 Strategic Concept, the DDA 

framework, and new burden-sharing rules. The EU complements this with ASAP19, EDIRPA, and 

EDA iniƟaƟves for ammuniƟon producƟon and procurement. Companies like Rheinmetall are 

expanding plants to strengthen Europe’s autonomy.20 Major projects such as the Eurodrone 

secure long-term capabiliƟes.21 Financially, Poland’s >4% GDP defence spending and 

Germany’s €100 billion special fund22 mark turning points. LinguisƟcally, the shiŌ from “peace 

dividend” to “war economy” is striking. These decisions create path dependencies: 

investments in power plants or drones embed a Europe of resilience that must be reconciled 

with the principles of a liberal order.23 

6 Security Environment 

The push towards a more European NATO emerges against a complex and diverse security 

environment. NATO’s concept of hybrid threats, ab blend of military and non-military methods 

like disinformaƟon, cyberaƩacks, economic coercion, and irregular armed actors, ist central to 

understanding these risks. These tacƟcs aim to destabilize socieƟes while remaining below the 

 
19 cf. European Commission, Act in Support of AmmuniƟon ProducƟon (ASAP), o. J. 
20 cf. Rheinmetall, Ceremonial handover of new ammuniƟon factory in Hungary, 2024a; Rheinmetall, Rheinmetall  
    builds new ammuniƟon plant in Germany, 2024b; Rheinmetall, ArƟllery ammuniƟon for internaƟonal 
    customers, 2025 
21 cf. OCCAR, MALE RPAS - medium AlƟtude Long Endurance Remotely Piloted AircraŌ System, o. J.-a 
22 cf. Dorn et al., Zeitenwende in der VerteidigungspoliƟk?, 2022 
23 cf. European Commission, Around €2 billion to strengthen EU’s defence industry readiness, 2024; European 
    Parliament, EU Member State defence expenditure, 2025a; NATO, Strategic Concepts, 2022a 
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threshold of tradiƟonal war, making them parƟcularly insidious.24 European naƟons and NATO 

have taken a structured approach to countering these hybrid threats. Since 2016, the Cyber 

Defence Pledge has encouraged investments and training in cyber infrastructure. NATO 

established the Cyber Defence Centre of Excellence in Tallinn, provides annual Locked Shield 

exercises, and recently founded a Cyberspace OperaƟons Centre to coordinate cyber 

acƟviƟes.25 To bolster societal resilience, NATO and the EU collaborate on defensive strategies. 

The NATO-EU cooperaƟon on hybrid threats, including coordinated exercises and shared alert 

systems like NIS2 and the Strategic CommunicaƟon task forces, demonstrates a recogniƟon 

that military responses alone cannot counter these emergent challenges.26 Regionally, threat 

percepƟons vary across Europe. Eastern Europe conƟnues to view Russia as the principal 

threat, driven by proximity and recent aggression. Southern Europe faces instability emanaƟng 

from the Middle East and North Africa, including fragile states in the Sahel, migraƟon flows, 

and terrorism. Northern Europe, parƟcularly the ArcƟc and High North, is confronted with 

melƟng ice facilitaƟng new sea lanes, resource compeƟƟon, and rising great-power rivalry. In 

the ArcƟc, the idea of “ArcƟc excepƟonalism”, the noƟon of region insulated from geopoliƟcal 

rivalry, is collapsing. Climate change and geopoliƟcs have made it a strategic stress-test, with 

great power compeƟƟon acceleraƟng. Russia’s military buildup, China’s interests, and 

diminished mulƟlateral governance explain why Nordic states now prioriƟse defence 

coordinaƟon alongside NATO.27 Research further shows that NATO members in High North 

differ in their approaches. Norway prioriƟzes ArcƟc security, while Finland and Sweden balance 

BalƟc defence and Nordic cooperaƟon; all acknowledge the need for cooperaƟon but in 

insƟtuƟonal preferences (EU vs. NATO).28 The variety of security percepƟons across Europe 

highlights both strength and challenge. While regional nuances compel Europe to tailor 

response, ironically, the result is more holisƟc European security mindset. The ArcƟc, once 

seen as academic or obscure, now symbolizes our collecƟve fragility, but also our capability to 

adapt. The security of one region is increasingly inseparable from that of another.  

 
24 cf. NATO, Countering hybrid threats, 2024 
25 cf. OSW - Centre for eastern studies, Towards Greater Resilience, 2020 
26 cf. InternaƟonal Centre for Defence and Security, NATO-EU CooperaƟon in the Context of Hybrid Threats, 2016; 
    European Concil, Hybrid Threats, 2025 
27 cf. European Union InsƟtute for Security Studies, ArcƟc Stress Test, 2020 
28 cf. AtlanƟc Council, All security is local, 2022 
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7 TransatlanƟc RelaƟons 

The transatlanƟc relaƟons remain the backbone of NATO, yet it is undergoing significant strain 

and transformaƟon. The United States has consistently been the largest contributor to NATO’s 

collecƟve defence, accounƟng for around 68% of total alliance defence spending as of 2023.29 

This structural imbalance has long raised quesƟons about European dependency on American 

security guarantees. The war in Ukraine intensified these debates. On on hand, U.S. leadership, 

through military aid, intelligence sharing, and reinforcement of NATO’s eastern flank, 

demonstrated Washington’s indispensable role. On the other, concerns emerged about the 

sustainability of this commitment, parƟcularly in light of growing U.S. strategic compeƟƟon 

with China. As CSIS notes, while the U.S: conƟnues to uphold its commitments, Europe must 

now step up its defence capabiliƟes to match changing global responsibiliƟes. Scholars have 

observed that Washington increasingly views Europe as a “secondary theatre”, with the Info-

Pacific as its primary focus. European leaders have responded with varying strategies. France 

conƟnues to emphasize strategic autonomy, seeking to ensure Europe can act independently 

if U.S. aƩenƟon wanes. Germany, by contrast, stresses the importance of strengthening NATO 

cohesion, as underscored by Chancellor Scholz’s Zeitenwende speech.30  

Meanwhile, Eastern European states, especially Poland and the BalƟc countries, push for an 

enduring and robust U.S. presence, seeing Washington as the ulƟmate guarantor of 

deterrence. InsƟtuƟonally, NATO has sought to balance these dynamics. The 2022 Strategic 

Concept reaffirmed the alliance’s commitment to both the Euro-AtlanƟc and the Indo-Pacific, 

recognizing China as a “system challenge” while maintaining Russia as the most direct threat.31 

This dual orientaƟon reflects an evolving bargain: Europe must invest more in its own defence 

to keep the U.S. engaged, while the U.S. commits to NATO’s credibility as part of its global 

posture. TransatlanƟc relaƟons are also shaped by poliƟcal uncertainty. American electoral 

cycles create anxieƟes in Europe about the durability of U.S. commitments. The debate 

surrounding U.S. military aid to Ukraine in Congress during 2023-2024 exemplified the fragility 

 
29 cf. NATO, Defence expenditures and NATO's 5% commitment, 2025 
30 cf. Bergmann et al., Transforming European Defense, 2022; Simón, Strategic studies quarterly - Europe as a 
    Secondary Theatre?, 2021 
31 cf. NATO, Strategic Concepts, 2022 
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of biparƟsan consensus.32 European policymakers thus face a dilemma. While They seek to 

“Europeanize” NATO, they must also maintain the U.S. anchor that underpins deterrence. 

8 Conclusion 

The trajectory towards a more European NATO reflects a convergence of strategic necessity, 

industrial adapƟon, and poliƟcal will. The war in Ukraine has served as the ulƟmate catalyst, 

bringing an end to decades of underinvestment and the “peace dividend”. NATO’s 2022 

Strategic Concept reaffirmed the alliance’s purpose of collecƟve defence, outlining deterrence 

and defence, crisis prevenƟon and management, and cooperaƟve security as its core task. This 

strategic orientaƟon underscores the central massage that Europe must become not only a 

consumer of security but also a primary guarantor of it. 

Industrial and economic shiŌs reinforce this reality. IniƟaƟves such as the Act in Support of 

AmmuniƟon ProducƟon (ASAP) and EDIRPA hav laid the foundaƟon for a revitalized European 

defence industrial base.33 NaƟonal efforts, including Germany’s Rheinmetall investments and 

France’s Nexter expansions, point to a genuine momentum the contracts with the inerƟa of 

previous decades.34 At the same Ɵme, flagship project like the Eurodrone or the Future Combat 

Air System illustrate both the ambiƟon and the difficulty of pan-European defence 

cooperaƟon.35 PoliƟcally, Europe is gradually redefining its role. The NATO-EU joint 

declaraƟons since 2016, and most recently in 2023, demonstrate that insƟtuƟonal cooperaƟon 

is no longer opƟonal but essenƟal.36 NaƟonal strategies diverge – Germanys Zeitenwende, 

France’s strategic autonomy, Poland’s defence surge – but together they point towards the 

same outcome: a stronger European pillar with NATO.37 Enlargement with Finland and Sweden 

has further consolidated the alliance’s northern flank, reflecƟng NATO’s enduring adaptability.  

Yet challenges remain. Regional threat percepƟons from Russia in the east, to instability in the 

south of ArcƟc tensions in the north, complicate the creaƟon of a unified strategy. Above all, 

 
32 cf. Tausendfreund, US elecƟons and European cohesion, 2024 
33 cf. European Commission, Act in Support of AmmuniƟon ProducƟon (ASAP), 2024 
34 cf. Rheinmetall, Rheinmetall Builds New AmmuniƟon Plant in Germany, o. J. 
35 cf. OCCAR, MALE RPAS - medium AlƟtude Long Endurance Remotely Piloted AircraŌ System, o. J. 
36 cf. NATO, Joint DeclaraƟon on EU-NATO CooperaƟon, 2023 
37 cf. Simonet, The third EU-NATO joint declaraƟon, 2023 
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the transatlanƟc relaƟons remain indispensable. U.S. military power and leadership are 

unmatched, but American aƩenƟon is increasingly split with the Indo-Pacific.38 

 

Europe’s ability to shoulder greater responsibility is therefore not an alternaƟve to 

transatlanƟc solidarity but its precondiƟon. 

  

 
38 cf. European Parliament, The Third Joint EU-NATO DeclaraƟon, o. J. 
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