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022 was marked by the publication of a string

of high-level strategy documents by the NATO

allies: the National Defense Strategy (NDS) in
the United States, the National Strategic Review in
France, the Dutch Defense White Paper, and the Dan-
ish Foreign and Security Policy Strategy. In January
2023, Estonia updated its National Security Concept.
A refresh of the UK’s 2021 Integrated Review is due
in the spring of 2023. Germany’s first post-Cold War
National Security Strategy is expected to be published
around the same time. These documents all share a
preoccupation with what NATO’s own 2022 Strategic
Concept has referred to as “rising strategic competi-
tion” in a “contested and unpredictable” world.!

This strategic convergence indicates a strengthen-
ing of solidarity in view of Russia’s aggression against
Ukraine and Chinese efforts to extend its global foot-
print. How NATO responds over the long haul will be
shaped by American priorities. The United States, for-
mer German Defense Minister, Christine Lambrecht,
noted in January 2023, “may not be able to guarantee
the defense of Europe to the extent that it used to” as
it turned its attention to the Indo-Pacific region. “[W]e
Europeans”, would in consequence, need to do more
to generate “military strength”.” This is not a fringe
opinion. German Chancellor, Olaf Scholz, and French
President, Emmanuel Macron, have argued essentially
the same.” Actions, of course, speak louder than words.
This Policy Brief shows that European commitment is
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NATO and strategic competition:
time for Allies to step up

still lagging. In view of the urgency of the challenge,
greater effort and prioritization are required.

High stakes

The call to European arms is, in part, about boosting
the “strategic responsibility” of the EU. But it is also
about making the Europeans, in Macron’s phrasing,
stronger “inside NATO”.* Appeals to greater Euro-
pean effort are, of course, as old as the Alliance itself.
The urgency of the Russian and China challenge lend
the current discussion added significance.

Russian aggression

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine is, according to Malcolm
Chalmers, the “most serious European security crisis”
NATO has had to deal with “since its foundation in
1949”5 The campaign has been justified in Moscow
as a preventive maneuver against NATO enlarge-
ment. But it is better
understood as a colonial
war waged against the
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Ukrainian  nation-state.
Russian forces have per-
petrated atrocities not
seen in Furope since
the Balkan wars of the
1990s. These have, with
some justification, been
described as genocidal in intent.’ Russia’s aim of sub-
jugating Ukraine affords little by way of compromise.

Eastern flank
Indo-Pacific
Burden-sharing
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For NATO, minimizing that
danger has not been left to
chance, with the Alliance
purposefully strengthening
deterrence and defense on

Putin’s rhetoric (and that of his political and military
acolytes) has embraced worryingly apocalyptic el-
ements with the conflict in Ukraine being seen as a
struggle of national, even holy destiny.” There is thus
every chance the conflict will drag on for the foresee-
able future with little in the way of a political or moral
brake to curtail Russian battering of Ukraine’s civilian
population and infrastructure.

Assuming Putin (and the military leadership around
him) retains an element of rational thought, the re-
ality of the balance of forces in Ukraine may even-
tually lead him to accept a “frozen conflict”, which
at least consolidates Russian possession of captured
Ukrainian territory. If the conflict is heading in that
direction, it may stave
off the accompanying
danger of horizontal
escalation — that is, Rus-
sia undertaking direct
aggression (or, more
likely, forms of hybrid
warfare) against NATO
Allies such as Poland
and the Baltic States.
For NATO, minimizing that danger has not been left
to chance, with the Alliance purposefully strengthen-
ing deterrence and defense on its Eastern flank. That
will remain a strategic necessity.

its Eastern flank

Chinese ambition

Pressure on the European allies to step up in NATO
has also been shaped by what the 2022 NATO Stra-
tegic Concept refers to as the “challenge” posed by
the “ambitions and coetcive policies” of China.® Some
Huropean allies have taken an increasingly skeptical
view of Beijing’s intentions, but NATO’s China turn
has been a largely American project. In the United
States, appreciation of the China problem remains
stark. “Beijing”, according to the 2022 Annual Threat
Assessment, “Is accelerating the development of key
capabilities it believes the People’s Liberation Army’s
(PLA) needs to confront the United States in a large-
scale, sustained conflict”.” A poll of 540 US officials
and opinion formers published in January 2023, mean-
while, viewed a Chinese-Taiwan conflagration and
with it “a severe cross-strait crisis involving the United
States” as among the most dangerous and plausible
contingencies facing American policy-makers."” Fut-
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ther, China (in contrast to Russia) remains a resilient
and rising power. Emerging from the COVID-19
pandemic, China is likely to enjoy a sharp economic
rebound in the latter half of 2023, so restoring the au-
thority and ambition of the ruling Communist Party."
China’s draft defense budget released in March out-
lined a 7.6 percent increase in spending — a return to
pre-pandemic rates of growth.

American overstretch

How best to position NATO in a strategic competi-
tion with Russia and China is a matter already being
shaped by big decisions taken in the United States.

For the US, a war by proxy with Russia over Ukraine
and mounting tensions with China have brought the
“simultaneity problem” of a two-front war ever closer
to reality."” The Trump administration’s 2018 National
Defense Strategy (NDS) had already recognized the
gravity of this problem. It assumed that the United
States military would be able to deter aggression in
three theatres: Europe (i.e. Russia), the Indo-Pacific
(i.e. China) and the Middle East (i.e. Iran). If war broke
out, the US would be capable of “defeating aggression
by a major power [and] deterring opportunistic aggres-
sion elsewhere”. The United States had since the first
Gulf War planned to fight and win wars against two
middle-sized powers (e.g. Iraq, Iran, North Korea), but
the implication of this new formulation was that con-
current wars with two major powers (one of which,
China, a near-peer tival) had become more likely."” The
Biden administration’s 2022 NDS has made the same
point even more emphatically. The US, it suggests, will
seek “to prevail in conflict [...] prioritizing the PRC
challenge in the Indo-Pacific, then the Russia challenge
in Europe”."* The task hete is formidable. Indepen-
dent assessments of America’s military capability have
reached the conclusion that the United States would
be tested to the limit in a war with China'® and is cer-
tainly “ill-equipped to handle two [...] simultancous
MRCs (Major Regional Contingencies)”.'¢
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The task for NATO

In a war with China over Taiwan, the US would need to
outsoutce “simultaneous deterrence”'” against Russia
to its allies in NATO. America’s extended nuclear de-
terrent would remain, but the European allies would,
for the first time in NATO’s history, be required to
execute conventional defense without an assumption
of American military leadership. The significance of
this shift in transatlantic responsibilities is evident
through a comparison with America’s other Indo-Pa-
cific wars. In the case of both the Korean and Vietnam
conflicts, America’s material commitment to NATO
did not diminish (indeed, the Korean War triggered a
major increase in the American presence in Europe).
A contemporary war with China would be different.
China is a more formidable foe than either Beijing’s
North Korean proxy or the Vietcong, China is also no
longer the “second team” (in Dean Acheson’s words)
to the Soviet Union/Russia. In the Cold War, the Unit-
ed States gave geo-strategic precedence to the greater
Soviet threat and thus to Europe, whatever was hap-
pening in the Indo-Pacific. The strategic competition

ablers”, this implies a far-reaching change in NATO’s
order of battle. It assumes the Europeans are the first
and most important line of defense with the Unit-
ed States sitting in support. European commitment
to measures agreed at NATO’s Brussels and Madrid
summits in 2022 (bigger combat formations, larger
stocks of pre-positioned equipment on the Hastern
flank, and a deeper pool of readily-available forces
through a New Force Model) might be read as the first
steps toward realizing this reorientation.

The Biden administration has thus far been dip-
lomatically polite in putting its case. The 2022 NDS
noted that the United States will seek to effect change
through the regular NATO Defense Planning Process
(NDPP). The Political Guidance for the next four-year
cycle of the NDPP is due in 2023. The US is already
pushing for a higher Level of Ambition than in 2019.
The next NDPP cycle will cross-over with a US presi-
dential election in 2024, at which point America’s com-
mitment to NATO is likely, once again, to become a
partisan issue. Whoever
stands as the Republi-
can candidate will take

For the US, a war by

proxy with Russia over
Ukraine and mounting
tensions with China have

a more demanding view
than President Biden of
the allies’ need to com-

of the 2020s has reversed that order.

The impact of a Sino-American war would also be

long-lasting. While America might prevail, its military
would enter a period of repair that would compel the
United States to either retreat from the wotld (the de
facto abandonment of Iraq and Afghanistan provide
possible precedents) or move to offshore balancing,
Both courses of action would rob NATO of its Amer-
ican center of gravity.

Absent such a war, the choices for both America and
NATO remain stark. The US is committed to deterring
China and Russia. The former is prioritized over the
latter in both the 2022 NDS and its parent document,
the 2022 US National Security Strategy. That ranking
has been obscured somewhat by the Biden adminis-
tration’s military support of Ukraine and its commit-
ment to NATO and European defense (some 20,000
additional American troops have been sent to Europe
following the Russian invasion).

But concurrent great power threats mean the United
States has had to make a greater call upon allied ef-
forts. Here, the United States is not seeking a security
role for NATO in the Indo-Pacific. The aim rather,
according to the 2022 NDS; is to “bolster [the allies’]
conventional warfighting capabilities” in order to de-
ter the threat of Russia. Coupled with the suggestion
that the United States will in Europe “focus on com-
mand-and-control, fires [i.e. ammunition| and key en-

17 A term borrowed here from J.H. Michaels, “Simultaneous deterrence:
some policy considerations for the UK”, Changing Character of War Cen-
tre, University of Oxford, October 2018.

mit to their own defense.

Two NATO summits
will be held before this
political watershed. The
July 2023 summit in Vil-
nius is set to address the
big strategic issue sitting above the NDPP, endorsing
long-term plans for the defence of the Fastern flank.
But so far progress has been halting. None of NA-
TO’s eight multinational battlegroups has seen any
significant reinforcement. And there appears to be lit-
tle prospect of meeting the target date of the end of
2023 to transition to the New Force Model."

NATO’s 2024 summit will be held in Washington.
At that point, we should expect a resurrection of bur-
den-sharing disputes as well as the all-too familiar ar-
guments over NATO’s two percent of GDP spend-
ing target. There is much that is wrong with the GDP
benchmark. But the two percent metric still matters. It
enjoys NATO consensus and it remains America’s fa-
voured standard of overall burden-sharing. Measures
to re-engineer NATO — better cooperation with the
EU, closer coordination of national defense plans, and
smarter procurement — matter also, but bigger defense
budgets are the essential prerequisite for meeting the
ambitions of NATO?’s eastern agenda — whether that

brought the

closer to reality
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unavoidable necessities

be the demands of deterrence and defense, or the in-
creasingly expensive job of arming Ukraine.

Guns versus butter

In recent years, calls upon government expenditure
have been extraordinary. The COVID-19 pandemic
led the EU member states to sign up to a Euro 2.364
trillion package of economic support.” The running
cost of similar support in the UK was estimated in
June 2022 to have reached /£376 billion (more than
double the £154 billion the country spent on defense
in 2020-2022). Looking ahead, other costs loom large.
The total cost to the EU of meeting its net zero car-
bon target could be as high as three percent of com-
bined GDP in the period to 2050 (defrayed by benefits
of the green transition equivalent to just 0.3 percent
of GDP).*

Governments have justified these huge financial
outlays as unavoidable necessities in the face of a glob-
al pandemic and climate emergency. Defense in many
NATO countries does not have the same political

appeal. Consider in this

G ts h connection performance
overnments have against NATO’s 2014 De-

Justified these huge  fense Tnvestment Pledge.

financial outlays as  'This,  strictly-speaking
commits the Allies only
to “mwve towards the 2 pet-
cent guideline” (emphasis
added) — with a whole de-
cade in which to demon-
strate  progress.”’  Most
in NATO are on course to achieve this modest aim:
all, with the exceptions of Tirkiye, and ironically, the
United States have seen defense spending rise as a pro-
portion of GDP. But far fewer have actually achieved

in the face of a
global pandemic and
climate emergency
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the target itself. In 2022, only nine Allies (other than
the United States) spent at or above the two percent
level. This was a big jump from just two in 2014 but
still only a third of NATO’ membership. Further, it
is NATO’s smaller Allies who stand out, with Greece,
Latvia, Lithuania and Slovakia recording the biggest
increases in GDP share.

Other than Poland (which is committed to spending
three percent of GDP on defense), the bigger Euro-
pean allies have a tardy record here. British defense
spending has been static since 2014 (even if the UK is
the largest European donor of arms to Ukraine). Ger-
many, despite a one-off Euro 100 billion defense up-
lift agreed in May 2022, will not meet the two percent
target under cutrrent projections.” Italy is committed
to meeting it only in 2027.

France hit NATO’s two per cent target in 2020 but
fell back in 2021 and 2022. President Macron an-
nounced a major increase in defense spending in Jan-
uary 2023 that would take France above the two per
cent target by 2025 (but only, that is, if the National
Assembly, where Macron does not enjoy a reliable ma-
jority, enacts the necessary legislation).

Among the Allies, then, the recent record on de-
fense spending is mixed. NATO leaders at the 2023
Vilnius summit are unlikely to raise the two percent
threshold.” But meekness hete would be retrograde.
At the Madrid Summit in 2022, the Allies held out a
vision of strategic priotitization and the generation of
resources to match. The Allies, having acknowledged
that they are joined in an era of strategic competition,
need to act in unison accordingly and to match their
words with deeds. Governments have shown them-
selves capable of mobilizing resources to meet urgent
security challenges — in public health and the environ-
ment. The same effort needs to be made in the face
of a more traditional, but equally compelling, national
security problem.
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