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NATO “Burden Sharing”: The Need for Strategy and Force Plans, Not 
Meaningless Percentage Goals 

Anthony H. Cordesman 

NATO’s July 2018 summit meeting has been one of the most divisive meetings in the Alliance’s 
history. Regardless of whether NATO can now cover its internal divisions up with some kind of 
public façade, President Trump’s confrontational bargaining style has divided the U.S. from its 
allies over other issues like trade and tariffs, how to deal with Russia, the JCPOA agreement with 
Iran, refugees, the search for an Israeli-Palestinian peace settlement, the environment, and even 
German gas imports from Russia. Transatlantic unity is at something approaching a record low. 

The immediate issue for NATO, however, is burdensharing as measured in percentages of 
defense spending. President Trump has put growing pressure on America’s European allies to 
meet NATO’s two major goals: spending 2% of each country’s GDP on defense, and 20% of 
defense spending on equipment purchases. Goals that NATO set in 2014, with the deadline that 
they should be met by 2024.  

Focusing on the Wrong Goals and Dividing the Alliance 

Since that time, the 2% and 20% goals have often been treated as the key political metrics of 
what current national burdensharing performance should be. At the July NATO summit meeting, 
President Trump also went much further. He called for the 2% goal be raised to 4%, This call may 
have been more a bargaining tactic than one made with any real expectation of success, but it 
further highlighted the divisions in the Alliance where even the 2% of GDP goal often has little 
chance of real success.  

The data in this analysis do show that some European countries have made real increases in their 
defense spending. Some have also significantly increased the percentage of their GDP they spend 
on defense. The data also show, however, that most European countries will still fall far short of 
reaching the 2% goal indefinitely into the future.  

Moreover, it shows that the European powers that are increasing their spending are generally 
spending far less – even in in current dollars – than they did in 2010. They are doing so even 
though most need to compensate for years of underspending and failing to reshape their forces 
to meet new challenges from Russia and from extremism and terrorism. 

 Key European countries like Germany have steadily taken far too large a "peace dividend" since 
the break-up of the Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact in 1991. They have sharply cut their forces 
and readiness and failed to modernize. In many cases, even a slow rise to 2% will not create the 
forces they now need without major changes in their structure and focus on key missions.  

At the same time, NATO's focus on such 2% and 20% level of effort goals for burdensharing is 
another critical part of the problem. President Trump is all too correct in calling for more 
European effort. However, he has focused on these NATO's percentage goals – the wrong 
measures of burdensharing – rather than the changes in strategy, force planning, and spending 
necessary to create the forces NATO actually needs to deter and defend.  
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This focus on largely arbitrary percentage goals, rather than creating the right forces and mission 
capabilities is scarcely the President's fault. He inherited a situation where NATO's ministers and 
political leaders had chosen to emphasize two meaningless and disruptive percentage goals long 
before he came to office.   

NATO's civilian leaders set the 2% and 20% goals in 2014. They did so at a time when Russia had 
invaded Georgia in 2008 and had seized and annexed the Crimea early in 2014. It was all too clear 
they needed to meet an emerging challenge from Russia. They also did so in spite of the fact the 
threat of extremism and terrorism had been all too clear since 2001, the lessons of Afghanistan 
and Iraq, and the political upheavals and civil wars in the Middle East that had begun in 2011.  

Downplaying Progress in Meeting the Right Goals 

NATO needs goals that focus on efforts to make efficient and effective use of its resources rather 
than seek random increases in spending, or unplanned acquisition of a military weapon system 
that does not contribute to increased national defense capability. Many European countries do 
need to spend more to achieve these objectives, and focus on their collective deterrent and 
defense capabilities, such as integrated ground air radar, air defense and air patrolling 
synchronization and centralized planning and C2 (Command and Control). 

Ironically, NATO has laid such goals in broad terms at a military and less visible civilian level. One 
example is a document issued at the same July 2018 Summit where the wrong approach to 
burden sharing helped lead to a Transatlantic crisis. This document was entitled the Brussels 
Summit Declaration, and it was signed by all the heads of state and governments participating in 
the Summit meeting of the North Atlantic Council in Brussels – including President Trump and 
the United States.1  

The Summit Declaration – and several other documents that NATO has issued – describe tangible 
actions to improve deterrence and defense capabilities. They include a new U.S. readiness plan 
to boost combat readiness by ensuring 30 medium-heavy battalions, 30 fighter squadrons and 
30 combat ships from across the Alliance to meet any threat within 30 days.  

They also set broad strategic and force planning priorities – both on an Alliance-wide and regional 
basis. They describe tangible improvements in NATO's forward presence, its command structure, 
its adaption to cyberwarfare and missile defense, and the need to support collective action in 
dealing with Russia and its changing nuclear forces, as well as Iran, North Korea, Iraq, terrorism, 
and other out of area challenges. 

Unfortunately, the furor surrounding the debate over the 2% and 20%   goals led many to largely 
ignore the fact that the U.S. and European allies reached this agreement. However, it is the 
Summit Declaration, that represents the kind of efforts NATO needs to make to deal with its real 
challenges, and not the percentage goals that NATO and member countries now focus on.  

Why Percentage Goals are the Wrong Approach 

This analysis addresses these critical problems in the current debate over burdensharing in detail, 
using a combination of NATO, U.S. and other data. It examines the real trends in NATO defense 
spending by country, and how they compare to the spending of Russia and other powers. It shows 



Cordesman NATO Burden Sharing, Strategy and Force Plans                5th Revision: 8/14/18 3 

how little Europe has actually done to increase its defense spending in constant dollars, and just 
how serious the lack of spending by given European states really is. 

It shows that the U.S. may be debating burdensharing, but is also pursuing new national and 
defense strategies that strongly support NATO and Transatlantic security. It describes major 
ongoing improvement in US. capability to provide rapid force deployments to Europe, and major 
increases in the total U.S. FY2018 and FY2019 defense budget that will sharply increase the 
readiness of its forces in Europe and its overall capability to project U.S. forces to Europe in a 
crisis and to meet the common threat of terrorism and extremism. 

The analysis then examines latest NATO 2018 data on the extent to which European powers are 
actually meeting the 2% of GDP goal, and 20% of defense spending on equipment goal. It shows 
how little these value such goals have – even in comparison with basic real world measures of 
military effort like total defense spending.  

The analysis of national spending also reveals that many European powers are spending so little 
that it would take half a decade or more of spending at 2% of GDP to make a major difference 
even if the added money was spent on the right strategic and force planning goals. Ironically, in 
the case of a few countries, the data also indicate that the same of smaller levels of effort might 
do far more if they were focused on the right improvements ion military effectiveness. 

It goes on to focuses on actual trends in national force structures – rather than spending – to 
illustrate these points. It does this by providing a country-by-country analysis of key aspects of 
total military manpower and of land and air force strength. In far too many cases – including key 
powers like Britain, France, and Germany – these cuts have clearly gone too far. And, this ignores 
sea power, power projection, key shifts in technology, counterterrorism, missile defense, and 
nuclear modernization.   

Such simple comparisons of force levels data are no substitute for full net assessments of the 
balance of deterrence and defense, and detailed force improvement plans. However, when the 
real-world impact of NATO's percentage spending goals is compared to the existing cuts many 
European powers have made in even two of its most critical measures of force strength since the 
end of the Cold War – the result shows just how pointless NATO's current "percentage" debate 
have become. It also shows just how important it is to shift the NATO Defense Planning Process 
to focus on net assessments, meaningful force plans, and spending scarce resources to achieve 
real-world improvements in deterrence, defense, and security. 

That said, the analysis goes on to show that U.S. needs to be far more accurate and transparent 
about its claims about the "burden" it bears in supporting Europe.  President Trump has inherited 
a Department of Defense that has virtually abandoned program budgeting and efforts to honestly 
assess and cost the portion of U.S. forces and defense spending that actually contribute to the 
defense of Europe. It should stop exaggerating its contribution to NATO, by taking credit for 
expenditures that meet global – rather than NATO – needs.   

The U.S. needs to show its allies what its real world contributions to Transatlantic security really 
are and what they actually cost. It needs to give its European allies suitable credit when the U.S. 
uses their facilities and staging capabilities to meet its broader global needs for intelligence, 
strategic forces, counterterrorism/extremism, and power projection.   
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President Trump’s Commitment to the Transatlantic Alliance 

President Trump has been a hard bargainer in an Alliance that prefers more quiet forms of 
diplomacy.  Long before the July summit, he sharply criticized the defense efforts of European 
members of the Alliance, was reported to have threatened to cut the size of U.S. forces in Europe, 
and at least hinted that the U.S. might not come to the aid of a member of NATO that did not 
meet its NATO percentage goals. Senior U.S. officials like the U.S. ambassadors to NATO and 
Russia did say that the U.S. is focused on the Russian threat and will not cut its forces in Europe, 
but the Trump Administration is separately reported to be costing its current presence. 

The July Summit has scarcely eased this situation, and the end result is that many in Europe and 
the U.S. now focus on President Trump’s most controversial Tweets and statements and not on 
two key sets of facts.  

The U.S. Is Sharply Increasing Its Commitment to NATO  

The first set of facts is that President Trump had publicly endorsed Article 5 of the NATO Treaty, 
and the U.S. obligation to support its allies in 2017. He did so again in signing the July 2018 
Brussels Summit Declaration. His Administration also issued a new National Security Strategy in 
late 2017, and a new National Defense Strategy in early 2018. Both made it clear that the Trump 
Administration saw Russia’s new nationalism and aggression in areas like the Ukraine as making 
Russia one of the two most critical security threats to the United States. 

It is another irony in the current debate over burden sharing and the U.S. commitment to the 
Transatlantic alliance that few pay attention to the fact that the FY2019 defense budget request 
that President Trump sent the U.S. Congress in February 2018 will sharply increase the readiness 
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of U.S. forces in Europe and the capability of the overall U.S. force structure to project military 
power to defend Europe.  

This rise does not show up clearly in NATO defense spending estimates which only extend to 
2018. The budget increases are measured in term of the total authority to spend, and include 
outlays that will take place in future years. The figures NATO normally reports also only cover 
actual outlays in a given fiscal year, and the NATO data for the U.S do not cover some $30 billion 
annually for nuclear weapons – nuclear forces that have increasing value to Europe as Russia 
increases its nuclear strike capabilities in ways that allow them to be used as theater nuclear 
weapons.  

If one examines, the actual U.S. defense budget, President Trump's request for total budget 
authority for US. defense spending on both military forces and nuclear weapons increased from 
$634 billion in FY2017 – the last full Obama budget request – to $700 billion in FY2018, and to 
$716 billion in FY2019. This is an increase of $82 billion during the first two years of the Trump 
Administration, or almost 13%. This $82 billion is larger than any NATO European defense budget 
and the entire military budget of Russia. 

If one compares the more limited spending authorized by the Congressional mark-up of the 
President's budget request in the FY2019 National Defense Authorization Act, and that the 
President signed into law in August 2018, the total U.S. budget (base and OCO) rises from $692.1 
billion to $708.1 billion. This is a rise of $16 billion in one year, and it fully funds both new 
programs for NATO and a wide range of improvements in readiness and U.S. power projection 
capabilities the improve U.S. capabilities to deploy forces to Europe.  

Nearly Doubling U.S. Spending on the European Defense Initiative 

President Trump’s new FY2019 budget increases spending on the U.S. contribution to the NATO 
European Defense Initiative (EDI) from $3.4 billion in FY2017 (President Obama’s last full budget 
year) to $6.5 billion in FY2019 – a 91% increase. This increase in spending is critical because NATO 
is reacting to the rising confrontation with Russia by taking limited and relatively inexpensive 
measures that quickly reinforce deterrence and defense capabilities in the forward areas near 
Russia.  

The EDI does not increase the permanent U.S. presence in Europe, but it does fund the presence 
of additional rotational U.S. forces in Europe in five different ways that allow the U.S. take 
advantage of its overall increase in defense spending, strength, and readiness: 

• Increased presence of rotational U.S. forces to deter and respond throughout Europe 

• Exercises and Training which improve the readiness and interoperability of allies and partners 

• Enhanced Prepositioning which enables deployment of additional forces if necessary 

• Improved Infrastructure improvements in support of defense and deterrence requirements 

• Building Partnership Capacity which strengthens the capacity of allies and partners to defend themselves 

The added FY2019 funding of the EDI will provide heal-to-toe presence of a U.S. Army armored 
brigade combat team (ABCT) with enablers, a combat aviation brigade (CAB), a battalion to 
support NATO’s Enhance Forward Presence (EFP), and continued buildout of the APS Unit Set. It 
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will retain U.S. Air Force F-15C aircraft in Europe, Continue Intelligence, Surveillance and 
Reconnaissance (ISR) interoperability to enable intelligence sharing with NATO and European 
partners, and Continue Theater Security Packages and aviation rotations. It will also enhance air 
defense and surveillance activities, flying training exercises, airlift support, and improvements to 
airfield infrastructure and prepositioning of equipment in Europe.  

It will upgrade U.S. Navy infrastructure to support theater anti-submarine warfare operations, 
prepositioning of equipment, and meet other logistic requirements. It will support U.S. Marine 
Corps rotational engagements with allies and partners throughout Europe. And, it will provide 
defense-wide support to NATO and multinational exercises, USEUCOM’s Joint Exercise Program; 
U.S. participation in NATO very high readiness joint task force exercises; and funding for Multi-
National Information Sharing capability. 

Unlike NATO’s empty percentage goals for higher percentage of GDP and equipment spending, 
these are the kind of actions that provide tangible immediate increases in exercise activity, 
forward area deployments, and rapid reinforcement capabilities that serve a clear common 
strategic interest in deterring Russia and involve meaningful steps in force planning and force 
development. 

Similarly, it is the current U.S. Secretary of Defense James Mattis – who once commanded NATO's 
Supreme Allied Command for Transformation – who played a leading role in supporting one of 
NATO's tangible efforts to actually create the forces needed for defense and deterrence: The 30-
30-30-30 plan that calls for NATO to have 30 land battalions, 30 air fighter squadrons and 30 ships 
ready to deploy within 30 days of being put on alert.  

Any discussion of the U.S. role in NATO should take these ongoing developments in supporting 
European forward defense, the results of its increases in overall defense spending, and the details 
of its strategy documents into full account. At least to date, the new U.S. strategy, the new 
FY2018 and FY2019 spending levels in the total U.S. defense budget, and the focused increases 
in the U.S. European Defense Initiative, all show how strongly the U.S. remains committed to the 
Transatlantic Alliance. 

Changes in U.S. Strategy and Other U.S. Force Improvements that Benefit NATO 

President Trump's firm stand on burden sharing has not meant that the new U.S. strategy his 
Administration has developed does not strongly support NATO. The text of the both new U.S. 
National Security Strategy issued in late 2017, and the and the new National Defense Strategy, 
issued in early 2018, both emphasize the need to deal with a more confrontational Russia and 
the value of NATO and America's strategic partners. 

Many passages in the two documents make this clear, and the details of the major increases the 
President’s FY2019 budget will make in U.S. power projection capability and its contributions to 
NATO’s forward defense takes some 20 pages to adequately summarize. The President's FY2019 
budget request alone describes increase after increase in NATO-relevant areas of U.S. readiness 
and procurement.  
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These aspects of the two strategy documents are laid out in detail in a separate CSIS report 
entitled, The U.S., NATO, and the Defense of Europe: Shaping the Right Ministerial Force Goals 
(https://www.csis.org/analysis/us-nato-and-defense-europe-underlying-trends.  

Moreover, on the same day of the July Summit that President Trump put new burdensharing 
pressure on NATO European defense ministers, and called for NATO double its percent of defense 
spending goal from 2% to 4%, the White House reissued a press release praising NATO and stating 
that,2 

As the NATO summit began in Brussels, President Trump delivered a clear message to America’s allies: The 
transatlantic Alliance is too important not to invest in. “The United States is paying far too much, and other 
countries are not paying enough,” the President said this morning.  

NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg echoed that goal. “We will continue to focus on defense spending, 
because as the President just said, NATO Allies have to invest more in defense, and that’s not exactly what 
they’re doing,” he said. President Trump thanked the Secretary General for working hard to make progress. 
“He understands the problem.”  

While former President Obama also urged our NATO allies to share the defense burden, President Trump 
is the one getting results. Since President Trump took office, each member state has increased its defense 
spending: In 2017 alone, we saw an increase of more than 4.8 percent in defense spending among our NATO 
Allies. “But that’s not nearly enough,” President Trump makes clear.  

The White House also referenced a previous press release that first came out during a visit from 
Stoltenberg on May 17, 2018 – under the heading "A Lasting Commitment to NATO" that 
provided a far more positive view of the Alliance and the role of America's European allies:3 

"In the nearly seven decades since Harry Truman spoke those words, the NATO Alliance has been the 
bulwark of international peace and security," President Donald J. Trump  

A LASTING COMMITMENT: President Trump is continuing the legacy of transatlantic unity and is working 
with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg toward a successful 
July 11-12, 2018, NATO Summit. 

• The United States is one of 12 founding members that signed the Washington Treaty on April 4, 
1949, establishing NATO.  

o Since then, NATO has grown to include 29 member states and partnerships with 40 other 
countries around the globe. 

o On April 11, 2017, President Trump signed the instrument of ratification for Montenegro’s 
accession to NATO. 

• President Trump has reaffirmed that the U.S. commitment to collective defense, as enshrined in 
the Treaty’s Article 5, is ironclad. 

• President Trump and Secretary General Stoltenberg have met in person and spoken on the phone 
numerous times.  

o In May 2017, President Trump and Secretary General Stoltenberg met in Brussels for the 
NATO Leaders’ Meeting. 

o In April 2017, President Trump hosted Secretary General Stoltenberg during a visit to 
Washington to discuss priorities for NATO. 

o In January 2017, President Trump and Secretary General Stoltenberg spoke soon after the 
President’s inauguration. 

https://www.csis.org/analysis/us-nato-and-defense-europe-underlying-trends
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SHARING THE BURDEN: President Trump has prioritized working with NATO Allies to ensure they make 
progress in meeting their agreed-upon NATO defense spending commitments, which is in the interest of 
each NATO member and all Allies collectively. 

• President Trump and Secretary General Stoltenberg agreed NATO will become stronger when our 
NATO Allies assume greater responsibility to protect mutual interests and prioritize their burden 
sharing commitments, especially increased defense spending. 

• Since President Trump came to office, every member state has increased defense spending. 

• In 2017 alone, we saw an increase of more than 4.8 percent in defense spending among our NATO 
Allies, amounting to nearly $14 billion.  

o This was the largest single-year increase in defense spending among NATO Europe and 
Canada in more than a quarter century. 

• Eight NATO Allies will reach the 2 percent benchmark by the end of this year, and 15 Allies are on 
track to spend 2 percent by 2024. 

REVITALIZING NATO: NATO countries are undertaking the most significant reinforcement of collective 
defense since the end of the Cold War to enhance the Alliance’s ability to deter Russia, fight terrorism, and 
defend NATO territory. 

• In 2017, NATO deployed a new, enhanced Forward Presence to improve the collective defense of 
our NATO Allies including:  

o An enhanced Forward Presence in the Baltic States and Poland comprised of 4 
multinational, battalion-sized Battle Groups; and 

o A tailored Forward Presence in the Black Sea region comprised of a multinational brigade 
in Romania, combined training to improve regional interoperability and an air-training 
and exercise program. 

• To ensure it can meet any and all threats to the Alliance, NATO is making crucial reforms, such as 
adapting its Command Structure to current needs, increasing readiness levels, speeding up 
decision making processes, and improving military mobility. 

• NATO has recommitted to developing the capabilities relevant to the hybrid and cyber threats 
facing the Alliance right now. 

• NATO deterrence and defense posture includes core nuclear, conventional, and missile defense 
capabilities, as well as cyber defense and counter-hybrid efforts. 

INCREASING EFFORTS TO FIGHT TERRORISM: As the President has long urged, NATO is increasing the 
contributions it makes to the global fight against terrorism, the security threat that has taken more lives of 
citizens in NATO countries than any other since NATO’s founding. 

• Last May, NATO Allies adopted a Counterterrorism Action Plan to substantially increase NATO’s 
role in the fight against terrorism. 

• NATO is a member of the Global Coalition to Defeat ISIS, as are all NATO Allies.  

o NATO also provides direct support to Coalition operations in the form of air surveillance 
with its Airborne Warning and Control System (AWACS) aircraft. 

• In Iraq, NATO is training Iraqis who in turn train their own forces in disciplines such as battlefield 
medicine, countering improvised explosive devices (IED), and equipment maintenance.  

o In February 2018, NATO Allies agreed to expand its training mission in Iraq following calls 
from the Trump Administration for NATO to help stabilize the country. 
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o This helps support broader Coalition efforts to defeat ISIS and ensure Iraq retains its hard-
won gains. 

• Thirty-nine Allies and partners contribute almost 16,000 troops to NATO’s Resolute Support 
Mission, which trains, advises, and assists the Afghan military to become an increasingly self-
sufficient fighting force. 

• The Alliance is working with Southern partners to address conditions that enable terrorism, such 
as trafficking of weapons, irregular migration, and regional instability. 

As has been touched upon earlier, The Brussels Summit Declaration that President Trump agreed 
to that same day – along with separate Brussels Declaration on Transatlantic Security and 
Solidarity – contained the key points and priorities affecting NATO that were in the two U.S. 
strategy documents, including a clear indictment of recent Russian behavior, the priority to fight 
extremism and terrorism. In signing them, the U.S also made renewed commitment to Article 5, 
including under conditions of hybrid warfare, and supported the territorial integrity and 
sovereignty of Ukraine, Georgia, and the Republic of Moldova within their internationally 
recognized borders.4 
NATO is Focused on Meaningless Percentage Burdensharing Goals at the 
Ministerial Level 

The second set of facts emerges from the NATO data on member country military spending and 
burdensharing. For all of the furor over goals like 2% and 4% of GDP, and the other less known 
spending metrics that NATO reports, the trends in the data show that they are all meaningless to 
hopelessly inadequate measures of burden sharing.  

They do nothing to set meaningful goals for the Alliance and individual members at time when 
NATO must adapt to, the potential threat from Russia, the thereat from extremism and terrorism, 
and the role strategic nuclear weapons can play in theater combat – as well as massive ongoing 
changes in major changes in military technology and the need for new kinds of interoperability, 
integrate C4I/battle management, training, and sustainability. 

A detailed examination of NATO’s burdening sharing data – which are shown throughout this 
report and in Annex A – shows that achieving, failing, or exceeding a goal like spending 2% of the 
GDP on defense says nothing about what a country spends on the forces that NATO needs. It says 
nothing about whether its forces play a meaningful role in deterring and defending against Russia 
or meeting outside threat like terrorism or extremism.  

Even if the goal is fully met, meeting a goal like spending as a percent of GDP says nothing about 
force size, mission capability, readiness, modernization, interoperability or any other meaningful 
goal for defense spending. This issue is whether a given NATO country is spending in ways that 
support a strategy that sets a clear mix of alliance-wide and national priorities for defense 
spending and force development, and that will produce the right kind of effective forces, not seek 
to spend to meet an arbitrary percentage goal. 

The 20% of defense spending on equipment is equally stupid and irrelevant. Once again, such a 
goal says nothing about whether meeting such a percentage level meets NATO’s military needs, 
and whether the real figure should be 15%, 25% or any other number. It may be too high if a 
given country is already at a high level of spending or if investing in readiness, sustainability, and 



Cordesman NATO Burden Sharing, Strategy and Force Plans                5th Revision: 8/14/18 11 

personnel have higher priority. The NATO data on what some countries actually spend on 
equipment either in total spending or as the percentage of total spending – strongly indicates 
that many could not compensate for years of past force cuts and underspending if they fully meet 
both the 2% of GDP and 20% on equipment goals. 

Once again, it is critical to understand that these arbitrary level of effort goals were rushed into 
place after some 22 years between 1991-2013 in which NATO had no sense of real urgency in the 
aftermath of the break- up of the Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact. For decades, NATO made cuts 
(or "peace dividends") during a time when it seemed that Russia would be a partner rather than 
a potential threat, when the East European states could safely ease into NATO and the EU and 
give up most of their military capabilities in the process, and before the emergence of a serious 
internal and out-of-area threat from extremism and terrorism. 

The end result, however, was that NATO became an increasingly a hollow alliance. As Figure 
Seven to Figure Thirteen – which are discussed in detail later in this report – show, far too many 
NATO country forces were cut to unacceptable and sometimes nearly ineffective levels between 
the break-up of the Warsaw Pact and Soviet Union in 1991, and the Russia seizure of the Crimea 
and attack on the Ukraine in 2014.  

Few European countries reacted to the rise of terrorism in 2001, or when the early years of the 
Afghan War showed all too clearly the limits previous cuts had made in given NATO country 
force’s ability to deploy effectively. They did not create effective new goals and priorities after 
the Russian invasion of Georgia in 2008. They only began to react to an inadequate and 
dangerous approach to the security of Europe once Russia launched its “green men” invasion of 
the Ukraine in 2014, and the spending and force level data that follow make it clear that their 
reaction was generally tenuous and inadequate.  

Taking a Look at NATO Total Defense Spending Data Through 2018 

One way to look at just how meaningless the NATO 2% of GDP goal, and the 20% on equipment 
goal, have been is to take a hard look at the data that compare the country by country results for 
total actual defense spending.  

Like the 2% percent and 20% percent goals, the figures for total NATO country defense spending 
do not provide an indication of how well the money is spent, how well it supports a NATO 
strategy, or whether the money is spent consistently enough to produce an effective force 
posture over time. Total defense spending does, however, provide a rough indicator of what 
given countries can actually can buy and actual the size of their defense efforts. 

Comparing NATO Defense Spending to Russia and Other Major Powers  

The country data on total defense spending also provide a way to put NATO country spending in 
the broader perspective of what other non-NATO states – particularly Russia – spend. NATO does 
not produce estimates of total defense spending on a global level but key strategic studies 
centers like the International Institute of Strategic Studies and Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute (SIPRI) do.  
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Figure One shows these data for the top military spenders in the world for CY2017 – a period 
before the Trump rises in U.S. military spending could have an impact on a given calendar year. 
Even then, however the level of U.S. spending set several clear messages: 

• Even when the comparisons of the U.S. for FY2017 exclude all spending on nuclear weapons, homeland 
defense, and veterans, the U.S. spent well over $600 billion on defense. 

• The IISS estimates that the U.S. spent 38.2% of all world military expenditures in 2017. SIPRI estimates 35%. 

• The U.S. spending level was well over 8 times the spending of Russia, and 4 times the spending of China. 

• If one compares the data for the four largest European powers in NATO, U.S. spending was well over 12 
times the spending of the UK, 10 times the spending of France, 14 times the spending of Germany, and 24 
times the spending of Italy. 

Examining the NATO Official Data on Comparative Member Country Defense Spending 

NATO does produce comparable spending data for each member country, and it is these statistics 
that are generally used to measure burdensharing.  

Figure Two shows the NATO estimate in current dollars for total defense spending for each 
country in 2018. This Figure does not show the planned rises in U.S. total defense spending under 
the Trump Administration. It does again, however, highlight the size of U.S. defense spending 
relative to any other member of the alliance.  

Most importantly, it shows just how small the actual level of spending is in more than half the 
countries in NATO, and how little it matters whether they spend 2% of GDP versus how well they 
spend their scarce resources to fund a workable strategy and force posture. It becomes all too 
clear that only 6-7 countries in the alliance now have the scale of defense effort to create 
effective forces, and that only about 10 would have such scale even if they spent 4% of the GDP 
on defense.  

Figure Three shows a NATO estimate of country-by-country spending from 2000-2017 in constant 
dollars. Unlike data in current dollars, which hopelessly under value past spending over time, the 
data in constant dollars provides a clear picture of the real world increases and decreases in NATO 
country spending overtime. does not reflect any collective NATO or European response to the 
2% goal.  

If one compares the 2018 data to the 2011 data, there is some correction from the steady drop 
from 2011 to 2015. some countries closest to Russia – Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, Poland, Romania, the Slovak Republic did make significant increases 
spending as the threat increased. It is interesting that the defense spending as a percent of GDP 
data shown later in Figure Four do nots how this because the national GDP increased nearly or 
more rapidly than the level of defense spending. 

 Most other member countries made marginal increases during 2015-2018, or left spending 
nearly constant. However, they made little increase over their earlier spending levels as of 2011, 
and previous NATO reports show they remain below their 2010 level.  

There is no indication that spending at levels equal to 2% of their GDP will be a substitute for 
making well focused increases in actual spending in constant dollars.  There is no indication that 
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that any of the rise towards the 2% level that have been made in the last few years can 
compensate for past underspending in meeting the extremist and Russian threats.  

In any case, the trends in total spending provide a much clearer picture of the real trend in 
defense effort trend in most cases than shifts in the percent of GDP devoted to defense. Douglas 
Lute, a former U.S. Army General and Ambassador to NATO has been quoted as talking about an 
$87 billion increase in NATO spending.5 It is not clear where such a figure could come from, but 
it cannot reflect a meaningful comparison in constant dollars. The lowest total NATO reported in 
constant 2010 dollars, and which provides a truly comparable estimate of spending during 2011-
2018, occurred in 2015, was $870.9 billion. The estimate for 2018 is $935.6 billion. This is an 
increase of $64.7 billion, but this increase does not reflect a steady trend, is simply the 2018 total 
less the lowest figure in a decade.   

The 2018 figure for total European spending in Figure Three is $288.7 billion, which is a limited 
rise in real spending over the record low of $254.2 billion in 2014 – the period largely after 
Russian intervention in the Ukraine – and remains only marginally higher than the $274.4 billion 
figure that European NAT0 states spent in 2010 – a period when NATO still had some reason to 
focus on the Partnership for Peace. 

Claims the U.S. is Paying 70% of NATO Defense Costs Are Nonsense 

As for the U.S., the NATO data do make an interesting contrast to reporting that the U.S. accounts 
for some 70% of total NATO spending.  Any comparisons of total U.S. defense spending with the 
percent the U.S. actually devotes to NATO, or that can reinforce NATO in an emergency, are false 
and dysfunctional. Such comparisons imply that all U.S.  defense spending – regardless of 
whether they are being spent in the U.S. to meet U.S. needs, being spent on forces dedicated to 
missions in other regions, or are being spent on activities in Europe that support U.S. operations 
outside of Europe – should be compared with the total spending of NATO European states.  

Total U.S. Defense Spending is Not a Meaningful or Honest Estimate of the Burden 

If one uses the average percentages of U.S. spending as a percent of total NATO spending, the 
NATO defense spending data do seem to indicate that the U.S. spends an average of around 70%. 
In fact, NATO released updated defense expenditure data the day before the Summit meeting 
that again showed that total U.S. defense spending has been nearly equal to 70% of the total 
defense spending of all the countries in the Alliance for well over a decade.  

However, almost all European spending is spent on national defense in Europe and directly on 
NATO related activity. Only a small fraction is spent on missions outside Europe, and much that 
is being spent in joint missions and operations with the U.S. In contrast, U.S. is a global 
superpower that serves its own interests by spending on U.S. forces and capabilities that meet 
other U.S. strategic objectives and on missions in other regions. 

There also is a certain irony in the details of the trends between 2011 and 2018. If one looks 
closely at the most recent trends in the NATO data, they imply that Europe has been doing more 
doing more while the U.S. share of NATO has been shrinking. The NATO numbers in Figure Four 
show the U.S share of NATO – measured in constant 2010 dollars – dropped from 71.7% in 2011 
to only 66.7% in 2018. If one could take show percentages seriously, they show that NATO Europe 
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and Canada increased their share of the NATO effort by 5% during 2011-2018. This is – the exact 
opposite of the position President Trump took during the July 2018 NATO Summit meeting.   

Here again, these trend data use ways of counting U.S. defense spending that are questionable 
The data NATO issued on July 10, 2018 on actual U.S. spending in constant dollars in Figure Four, 
and in current dollars in Figure A1, both understate the actual U.S. totals. They do not fully reflect 
the increases in Budget Authority that President Trump has called for in his FY2018 budget 
request, and their 2011-2018 timeframe cannot reflect the much larger increases in his FY2019 
budget request.  

The NATO data do not seem to fully include the cost of U.S. nuclear weapons spending and do 
not include the massive costs of the Veterans Administration and America's far higher pensions. 
The total annual costs of U.S. nuclear weapons and the Veterans Administration equal or surpass 
the total cost of more than half of the European country defense budgets. They also do not credit 
NATO European states with offsetting some U.S. coasts – but these expenditures and the costs 
to both the U.S. and Europe of funding NATO-wide activities are trivial by comparison, 

Most importantly, the NATO data issued on July 10, 2018 do not fully reflect the increases in 
Budget Authority that President Trump has called for in his FY2018 budget request, and their 
2011-2018 timeframe cannot reflect the much larger increases in his FY2019 budget request.  

The latest NATO data on total U.S. defense spending in current dollars is provided in Figure A1 in 
the data annex to this report. They show a rise in the U.S. total from $656.1 billion in FY2017 (the 
last full Obama Administration budget) to $686.0 billion in 2017 and $706.1billion in 2018, in 
current US dollars.   

These NATO totals only cover the U.S. Department of Defense and exclude the cost of U.S. 
nuclear weapons and other defense expenditures in its Department of Energy – some $30-31 
billion The U.S. Department of Defense "Green Book" for its FY2019 defense budget request 
shows totals for both Departments of $656.3 billion in 2017, $683.2 billion in FY2018, and $726.8 
billion in FY2019. Using these figures, the rise President Trump called for in FY2018 was $26.9 
billion. The rise in the FY2019 request is $70.5 billion over the FY2017 budget – a rise of nearly 
11% over the last Obama budget. 

NATO's total defense spending estimates also do not include pension costs and retiree health 
costs – which are very real parts of real-world defense spending, and where America pays far 
more than most other NATO states. The total annual costs of the U.S. Veterans Administration 
were $182.1illion in FY2017 and $186.5 billion in FY2018, and the Administration has request a 
rise to $198.6 billion in FY2019.   

According to NATO data, three European countries with the highest total defense budgets in 
Europe do not spend even half the total the U.S. spends on the Veteran's Administration alone: 
Germany spent $51.0 billion in 2018. France spent $52.0 billion, and the United Kingdom spent 
$61.5 billion. 

None of these data credit NATO European states with offsetting some U.S. costs – but these 
expenditures –as well as the costs to the U.S. and Europe of funding NATO-wide activities – are 
trivial in comparison with total defense spending. 
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Guesstimating the Real Cost to the U.S. of Its Forces for NATO 

Unfortunately, there is no official U.S. or NATO source that does estimate the actual portion of 
total U.S. defense spending that should be allocated to NATO. Such U.S.  estimates were made in 
the past as a result of legislative action in the Senate Armed Services Committee by Senator Nunn 
and Senator Warner. The requirement for such reporting has long since lapsed, however, and 
there are no official U.S. estimates of what the U.S. currently actually spends on NATO.   

Outside guesstimates of the costs of deploying U.S. forces outside the U.S.  have uncertain 
credibility, but their size does show that they are only likely to be a fraction of 70%. For example, 
one recent low-end estimate puts the incremental cost of every U.S. overseas base and 
deployment at roughly $150 billion a year. This total would be only 24% of the low $706.1 billion 
total that Figure A1 shows NATO reports for total U.S. defense spending in current dollars in 
2018, and only 16% of the total of $706.1 billion it reports for all of NATO. And once again, it 
should be stressed that this guesstimate of the burden, however, includes all U.S. forces in Asia, 
the Middle East, Africa, and in the rest of the world.  

An admittedly rough estimate by the International Institute of Strategic Studies (IISS) has far 
more credibility.6 It only attempts to cost U.S. forces in Europe, and estimates that, "direct US 
expenses on defense in Europe (in current dollars) are estimated to range between US $30.7bn 
in 2017 and US $36.0bn in 2018, or between 5.1% and 5.5% of the total US defense budget, as 
measured by the IISS ($602.78 billion). These numbers, it could be argued, put the total defense 
spending of European NATO allies – US $239.1bn – in something of a different light." The $36.0 
billion figure for 2018 would be only 5.1% of the $706.1 billion total reported by NATO – making 
the 70% some 64.9% higher. 

As the IISS points out, however, simply costing the U.S. forces in Europe does not include the cost 
of any forces in the U.S. that are effectively dedicated – or earmarked or assigned to reinforcing 
NATO in a credible emergency or warfighting case. If one somewhat arbitrarily assumes that the 
total cost would be some three times higher than the cost of U.S. forces actually in Europe, a 
round number of $100 billion might be as good a guess as any. This would still, however, be a 
maximum of 14.1% of the U.S. total of $706.1 billion in current dollars that NATO reports for the 
U.S. in 2018. It would also be only 25% of the revised $ 407.3 billion total cost for NATO in 2018 
– which would include $285.7 billion for NATO Europe and $21.6 billion for Canada. 

Does the U.S. Want to Remain a Major Global Power? 

These guesstimates also assume that the U.S. would have to spend just as much to be 
"superpower" if it did not deploy forces in Europe and or both deploy in Europe and maintain 
equally large power projection forces in the U.S. This raises the critical issue as to whether a 
"burdensharing" cost analysis should assume the U.S. should play its current strategic role as a 
superpower – a critical aspect of any rational approach to analyzing burdensharing.  

President Trump has hinted that he may question whether the U.S. should play its current role in 
Europe and the world, but his strategy documents, his FY2019 budget request, and the statement 
he signed at the July 2018 Summit meeting all specifically commit the U.S. to playing its current 
role. 
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Is Total Defense Spending Even Relevant? 

An equally serious question arises as to whether defense spending is the metric that should be 
chosen for measuring burdensharing.  choose and how do you count it. The absurdity of the 70% 
figure is even more striking if one looks at the number of active military deployed in Europe – a 
measure which does to some extent measure actual military strength. If one looks at the NATO 
version of the total manpower data shown in Figure A6 in the Annex to this report, the U.S. had 
a total of 1,314,000 active military in 2018 – counting every active man and woman in uniform 
deployed anywhere in the world. NATO Europe had a total of 1,791,000.  

Even if one ignores the fact that only a tiny minority of U.S. military forces are deployed in Europe 
and only a very limited additional amount would deploy in any currently probable scenario, the 
total worldwide U.S. figure is only 41%.  

As is discussed in more detail later in this study, the number of U.S. forces actually deployed in 
Europe is far, far smaller. Figure Seventeen shows the total break out of all U.S. forces actually 
in deployed in Europe in March 2018. The total in all countries – including the Ukraine and neutral 
states is 65,545. The total in NATO countries is 65,123. If one looks at U.S. European command 
reporting, USEUCOM only counts 84% of the total U.S. manning in NATO Europe as directly 
supporting NATO.7 But, even if one counts all the U.S. forces in Europe, the U.S. total is only 4.4% 
of the NATO European total.  Moreover, if one doubles the U.S. manpower share you get 8.8%.  
Triple it, and you get 13.2%. 

Who Took the Largest Peace Dividend that Must Now Be Reversed? 

Put differently, Figure Seven to Figure Twelve later in this report compare the peace dividend 
key NATO Europe countries took between 1991 and 2018. These European countries cut their 
forces by levels ranging from 50% to some 66%. In contrast, the U.S. European Command 
(EUCOM) reported in 2016 that, "At the height of the Cold War, more than 400,000 U.S. forces 
were stationed across 100 communities on the European continent. Today, U.S. forces on the 
continent have been reduced by more than 85% and basing sites reduced by 75%." 

Figure Thirteen, Part II shows the U.S. had a nominal ceiling of 350,000 on deployments in Europe 
before the Cold War began to end in 1998- 1991.  The U.S. military manpower total of Europe of 
65,545 is only 19% of that total.  

Again using a metric that is more valid than military spending, the U.S. not only does not come 
close to 70%, it has taken the largest single "peace dividend" in NAT0. This is also a level of cuts 
that that might be even more embarrassing to claims that the U.S. provides 70% of the total NATO 
effort if the U.S. would publicly report the major cuts it has made in the number of major land 
weapons like tanks it deploys in Europe, or in the combat aircraft it now deploys that are actually 
earmarked or assigned to NATO missions. 

Losing a Liars' Contest 

At the same time, taking such revisionist approaches seriously is only marginally less unreal and 
dysfunctional than using the 70% figure. This time, they understate the U.S. contribution.  

Such calculations do not reflect U.S. rapid reinforcement capabilities. They do not reflect the 
comparative quality and impact of U.S. aircraft, land weapons, missile defense systems, ships, 
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IS&R systems, or the U.S. nuclear forces that provide extended deterrence. They give the U.S. no 
extra credit for the fight against extremism and terrorism outside the NATO area –although the 
American critics of the European and Canadian effort match this by never giving any ally credit 
for their support in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, and the other countries where the U.S. defends itself 
by fighting extremism overseas.  

The key point is this: No matter how the calculation is made, any relevant approach shows that 
the right numbers has to be far, far smaller than 70% – or 66% for that matter. This did not matter 
when no one used such percentages to analyze burden sharing. They do matter now. President 
Trump should fire any U.S. "expert" that uses such numbers, and NATO Europeans and Canadian 
should laugh them out of the room.  

NATO Europe's Potential Buying Power versus Russian Military Expenditures 

At the same time, the NATO data show that the is the total potential purchasing power of NATO 
Europe's defense expenditures is striking. Even if one ignores some $23.6 billion in Canadian 
spending in 2018, the $288.7 billion that the European members of NATO are estimated to have 
spent is at least 4.2 times higher than the $61 to $65 billion that the IISS and SIPRI estimate that 
Russia spent on its military forces in 2107. This strongly argues that spending more wisely on the 
right forces can accomplish more than having political battles over meeting an arbitrary 
percentage goal. 

An alliance of divided nations, however, can only do better, and never can spend as a unified 
entity. The same numbers in Figure One to Figure Three show why talking about European-only 
defense initiatives – with or without the United Kingdom – is an unworkable approach to security 
even in the crudest resource terms. Europe cannot match the U.S. ability to project power 
anywhere in Europe, put counterpressure on Russia outside the NATO area, and address the 
threat of terrorism and extremism on a global basis. Europe also cannot match the U.S. ability to 
provide global intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (IS&R) capability, precision targeting 
data, secure global communications and other levels of military technology that are made 
possible by its global needs and massive defense expenditures. There is no cost-effective 
substitute for Transatlantic unity. 
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Figure One: Comparative Major Power Total Defense Spending in 2017 
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Figure Two: Comparative NATO Country Total Defense Spending in 2017 
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Figure Three: U.S. vs, Canadian and NATO European Total Defense 
Spending in 2018   

(in Millions of Constant 2010 US Dollars and Exchange Rates) 

 

 
US as % of Total 71.7% 71.0% 70.1% 69.2% 68.2% 67.9% 67.2% 66.7% 
 

Notes: Figures for 2017 and 2018 are estimates; * Defense expenditure does not include pensions.; ** With 
regard to 2018, these countries have either national laws or political agreements which call for at least 2% of 
GDP to be spent on defense annually, consequently these estimates are expected to change accordingly. 
Source: NATO, Defense Expenditure of NATO Countries (2011-2018), Press Release, PR/CP(2018)091, July 10, 2018 
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Galloping Irrelevance: The Trends in % of GDP Spent on Defense and the % of 
Defense Spent on Equipment 

Crude as total defense spending may be as a measure of military and strategic capability, the 
NATO data on defense spending as a percent of GDP, and on equipment expenditure as a percent 
of defense expenditure, not only are far worse metrics of military effort, they are poor measures 
of relative burden.  

How Much is Far Too Little 

The most recent NATO reporting on the percent of GDP each NATO country is estimated to spend 
on defense, and on the percentage of that defense spending that goes to equipment, is shown in 
Figure Four and Figure Five. Figure Six provides a distribution graph that compare how each 
member state ranks in both categories. 

It is important to note that the percentage of GDP data do not give even the crudest picture of 
the burden defense spending places on a given economy since they tell nothing about the health 
of that economy. Moreover, the history of Western defense spending since 1945 shows that any 
percent of GNP figure much below 4% of the GDP cannot put a serious strain on a stable 
developed economy. As a result, 2% is a more or less meaningless standard for most economies 
and the acceptable burden on a troubled economy must be determined by that economies 
individual problems and needs.  

In fact, a comparison of the meaningful national trends in defense spending shown in Figure Three 
against the trends in the 2% of GDP data shown in Figure Four, Part II, show that countries that 
actually did make serious increases in defense spending get no credit in the 2% of GDP tables 
because of the increases in their GDP. 

Moreover, Figure One to Figure Three show that some of the countries spending less than 2% of 
their GDP are making major defense expenditures in spite of the shortfall, At the same time, most 
of the countries nearest Russia that have raised their spending in recent years, are not capable 
of effective deterrence or defense regardless of whether they approach or met the 2% goal. 
Country versus country comparisons that ignore relative vulnerability, and the need for collective 
capability, ignore the basic mission of NATO.   

About the one thing that a comparison of that the NATO data on the percent of GDP, and the 
NATO data on the current level of total national spending on defense, does help reveal is that 
President Trump’s arguments about burdensharing are broadly correct – even if they are now 
focused on the wrong metrics. 

 If one examines both the percentage data in Figure Four, and the data on the level of total 
national spending in many NATO European countries shown in Figure Two and Figure Three, it 
becomes obvious that these levels are so low that there can be little doubt that they are spending 
far too little to maintain effective military forces at anything approaching the size they should be 
able to fund and deploy, and spending levels well under 3% show they could do substantially 
more.  

The NATO percentage data show that 24 of 29-member countries were spending less than 2% of 
the GDP on defense in 2018. They included 9 countries in the forward area and most vulnerable 
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to Russia. They also include Germany, which once was the core of NATO’s land and air forces in 
the Central Region, and which has the most successful economy in Europe, but only spent 1.24% 
in 2018 by NATO standards. However, Germany is only one of the “sick men” of European defense 
by these 2% standards, and Figure Three shows Germany did increase spending in constant 
dollars from a low of $43.2 billion in 2014 to $48.9 billion in 2018 –an increase of 13%. 

There is no way to get around some of the most critical the core problems in using such 2% of 
GDP data. They do not even reflect the real increases in national defense spending shown earlier 
in Figure Three. They also provide no indication of what percent would actually buy a successful 
mix of deterrent and defense capability, what strain – if any – going to higher percentages off 
GDP would put on a given economy, and what level of spending it would take to make up for 
years and sometimes more than a decade of chronic underspending since the break-up of the 
Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact. The 2% goal is inherently meaningless. 

National Case Examples of the Meaningless Character of the 2% of GDP Goal 

Case study evidence that show the meaningless character of the 2% of GDP goal at a purely 
national is equally easy to document. The United Kingdom is a key example. It is one of the few 
NATO European countries to have actually reached and exceeded the 2% level in 2017 (2.19%), 
Yet the British Parliament's Defense Committee reported in June 2018 that "spending needed to 
increase to 2.5 percent of national output from its current level of 2 percent to retain Britain’s 
firepower. It said spending should rise to 3 percent if the armed forces’ capacity and capabilities 
were to be improved.8 

The same Reuters report indicated that a separate parliamentary study had already shown that 
Britain’s defense spending had fallen by 1 billion pounds between 2012/13 and 2016/17. The 
new Defense Committee report also recognized both the importance of the United State role in 
European defense, and that Britain had to spend more to be an effective partner. It stated that, 
“Military-to-military engagement between the UK and the U.S. is one of the linchpins of the 
bilateral relationship,” the report said, citing both operational and financial benefits...However, 
that will continue to be true only while the UK military retains both the capacity and capability to 
maintain interoperability with the U.S. military and to relieve U.S. burdens.”  

Similarly, senior figures like the German Defense Minister Ursula von der Leyen have made it 
clear that going from 1.24% of GDP to 2.0% would take years to bring Germany's existing forces 
to meaningful readiness – if ever. Prime Minister Merkel has described German defense as 
"unsatisfactory," and as creating “evil tidings every day. Real world Germany military capability 
is absolutely critical to effective European defense but spending 2% would not by itself move 
Germany or NATO towards creating a more effective deterrent and defense capability.9 

At present, Germany says it will only increase military spending to 1.5 percent of its economy by 
2024. It claims that this will then be more than any other NATO country other than the United 
States, but this is six years in the future. Germany is now only spending 1.24 percent, and this will 
rise to 1.31 percent next year, an increase of $5 billion to $43 billion. However, the rise is not tied 
to any clear purpose in terms of strategic or military benefits.  

Norbert Röttgen, the chairman of the German Parliament’s Foreign Relations Committee has 
been quoted as stating that Germany should accept President Trump call for European spending, 
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but notes the need for a clear strategic focus: (Europe should)accept he has a point, and respond 
by displaying more European strength and enhancing European defense in cooperation with 
NATO...As a whole, the alliance’s European members spend about $200 billion a year...That’s a 
lot, but it’s cost inefficient, militarily ineffective and lacks political weight and impact. ...We need 
to strengthen the European pillar of NATO.”10 

If one looks at the force structure trends described in the following section, Germany might well 
be able to field a more effective force for less than 2% if it reorganized around a realistic force 
posture and set of mission priorities. At present, however, many of its units lack the readiness to 
move as effective combat forces, its submarines are partly operational at best, along with half of 
its Leopard 2 tanks. Many of its other armored vehicles lack machine guns, and its pilots have had 
to borrow commercial helicopters. 

In other cases, like Greece and Turkey, higher levels of spending are not focused on Russia. 
Greece, for example, spent 2.27 percent of its GDP on defense in 2018. as an article in the 
Washington Post notes, however, "much of that went toward pensions for retired service 
members, which serves no defensive purpose. Most of Greece’s hardware is devoted toward 
defense against Turkey, a fellow NATO member. France, meanwhile, spent just 1.79 percent but 
is involved in military conflicts in Africa and the Middle East, including ones in which NATO is also 
involved."11 

Moreover, an empty nominal goal like 2% of GDP is not only meaningless in military terms, 
meeting it is so divorced from any clear benefit that it provides almost no political incentive to 
spend, either in terms of total effort or military and mission priority. In fact, Reinhard Brandl, a 
member of Merkel’s party who sits on the Parliament’s defense and budget committees has 
stated that President Trump's call for 2% is perceived by the German people as "blackmail" 
because there is no clear link to any improvement in their security. 

Such a level of effort goal may have been marginally better than no goal at all when there was 
no Russian or extremist/terrorist threat. Today, however, meeting or not meeting the 2% goal 
says nothing to any legislator or citizen about the level of security it will buy. In a world where 
there are always competing and well-defined needs and demands, it is about as pointless as any 
exercise in governance can get.  

The 20% on Equipment Goal is Equally Stupid and Irrelevant 

The NATO data on how close member countries come to meeting the 20% on equipment goal 
are shown in the Annex to this report in Figure A7, Part I &II. Even a quick glance will show that 
these percentages are a statistical morass of incompatible, non-comparable, and meaningless 
trends. 

About all that can be said for such data, is than they show the same lack of positive trends, and 
the serious differences in country levels of effort, as the total defense spending and percentage 
of GDP data in show Figures Five and Six. However, it takes a considerable amount of detailed 
analytic effort to show how badly structured the modernization, procurement, and sustainability 
investments of many NATOL countries are.  
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Achieving, failing, or exceeding a percentage of another meaningless percentage is not a 
meaningful objective. Worse, meeting an arbitrary percentage goal would say nothing about 
whether the money was being spent in ways that provided the right real-world improvements in 
equipment and mission capability even if the goal for total defense spending had any meaning.  

If anything, a review of member country recent purchases indicates that much of the current 
spending is shaped by domestic political goals for increase arms sales, internal military 
production efforts, and purely national force goals. There is no clear indication that any added 
spending is actually going to the best equipment, reducing interoperability problems, or meeting 
other alliance needs. 

The same problems emerge in the other data NATO publishes on spending per capita, spending 
on personnel, equipment, infrastructure, and "other." It seems safe to guess that more spending 
is sometimes better than less, but this remains a "guess" at best. There is no way to know what 
"more" buys, or what "less" cost in terms of actual military capability.  

In contrast, the massive equipment force cuts shown for many NATO countries between 1990 
and 2018 shown in the following section – in Figure Seven to Figure Twelve – do show that most 
countries are falling far short of maintaining strong enough major weapons holdings to support 
their current force postures, much less improve them. Moreover, even a brief review of the rate 
of national major equipment modernization reflected in the International Institute of Strategic 
Studies (IISS) annual Military Balances, shows that most NATO countries are investing far too 
little to maintain their force structures regardless of whether they meet the 20% goal. It is a 
“nonsense” objective. 

NATO needs procurement plans that focus on purchasing the right weapons, munition, and 
equipment – not simply on buying more. As an analysis by Lisa A. Aronson of the Congressional 
Research Service show, NATO also needs to focus carefully on the right forms of innovation and 
research and development, not waste money on uncoordinated national level of effort 
programs.12 

What are even harder to analyze  – but equally valid as warning about the value of any form  20% 
goals  – are the NATO data on how each country allocates its total defense budget to equipment 
versus other areas of defense effort like "personnel, and other shown in Figure A6 and Figure 
A7.13 NATO provides far too little data to guess what percentages are right for a given country, 
but the NATO data on military personnel sometimes reflect cuts which warn that there may 
sometimes be serious underspending on personnel. The fact that individual country spending on 
a category as vague as "other" could range from 9.5% to 38.8% of the national total while 
equipment could range from 8.2% to 41.0%, is a further warning about efforts to impose an 
Alliance-wide standard. 14  
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Figure Four: Defense Expenditure as a Share of GDP (%) - I 

 
Notes: Figures for 2018 are estimates. Defense expenditure does not include pensions. With regard to 
2018, these countries have either national laws or political agreements which call for at least 2% of 
GDP to be spent on defense annually, consequently these estimates are expected to change 
accordingly. 

Source: NATO, Defense Expenditure of NATO Countries (2011-2018), Press Release, PR/CP(2018)091, 
July 10, 2018. 
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Figure Four: Defense Expenditure as a Share of GDP (%) - II 

 

 
Notes: Figures for 2018 are estimates. Defense expenditure does not include pensions. With regard to 
2018, these countries have either national laws or political agreements which call for at least 2% of 
GDP to be spent on defense annually, consequently these estimates are expected to change 
accordingly. 

Source: NATO, Defense Expenditure of NATO Countries (2011-2018), Press Release, PR/CP(2018)091, 
July 10, 2018. 
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Figure Five: Defense Equipment Expenditure as a Percent of Defense 
Equipment Expenditure in 2018 (%) 

 
 

 
Notes: Figures for 2018 are estimates. Defense expenditure does not include pensions 

Source: NATO, Defense Expenditure of NATO Countries (2011-2018), Press Release, PR/CP(2018)091, 
July 10, 2018. 
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Figure Six: Defense Expenditure as a Share of GDP versus Equipment 
Expenditure as a Share of Defense Expenditure: 2018e 

 
 

 
 

Notes: Figures for 2018 are estimates. Figures for 2017 and 2018 are estimates. The NATO Europe and 
Canada aggregate from 2017 includes Montenegro, which became an Ally on 5 June 2017. With regard 
to 2018, these countries have either national laws or political agreements which call for at least 2% of 
GDP to be spent on defense annually, consequently these estimates are expected to change 
accordingly. 

Source: NATO, Defense Expenditure of NATO Countries (2011-2018), Press Release, PR/CP(2018)091, 
July 10, 2018. 
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Looking at Key Force Strength Data 

What is far more telling about the real-world problems in NATO’s use of its resources is the data 
in Figures Seven through Figure Thirteen. These Figures compare key elements of the land and 
air force levels the NATO, Russia, and other European countries had in 1990 – at the end of the 
Cold War – and the current size of the military forces in these countries. They sound a clear 
warning. If one compares the data from the International Institute of Strategic Studies (IISS) 
annual Military Balance for 1990-1991 with the data for 2017, there have been massive cuts in 
most land and air forces relative to the days of the Cold War. These land and air forces are the 
core of Europe’s deterrent and defense capability, and the trends in seapower and marine forces 
have scarcely been better. 

A Russian Rising Threat and Incredible Shrinking NATO Force Structures 

The Cold War is over in one key practical way. Russian forces are far smaller today than those 
that existed under the USSR, even if Belarus is included, and NATO's strategic geography and 
needs for deterrent and defense capabilities have changed radically as a result of the break-up 
of the Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact in 1991. 

At the same time, Russia's participation in a "Partnership for Peace" has faded from a goal into 
its invasion of Georgia, the Crimea and the Ukraine. It has rebuilt a far more professional and 
modern set of land, air, sea, and missile forces, and effectively and bypassed the INF treaty by 
deploying nuclear capable missiles forward in Kaliningrad, and through improvements in 
accuracy and range of yields in some of its strategic system. Its Zapad 2017 exercise was both a 
demonstration of its new ability to threaten Europe and its tangible ability to threaten Poland 
and the Balkans.  

There are other reasons the new U.S. strategy focuses on Russia. Russia's ongoing campaign in 
the Ukraine could potentially unhinge the present defense lines in the Central Region. It is putting 
pressure on other FSU members like Belarus, and increasing it capabilities to intervene in the 
Baltic and Scandinavia, Finland and Scandinavia. It has reasserted its role in the Mediterranean 
and Middle East and is actively courting Turkey.  

The U.S. made massive cuts in its forces in Europe, and serious cuts in its total force structure 
before the Trump Administration came to office. However, virtually all of the NATO and neutral 
powers in Europe have taken far larger “peace dividends.” Countries like Belgium, Britain, 
Denmark, France, Germany, the Netherlands, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Italy, 
Romania and Bulgaria have cut their forces to a point where their effectiveness in any serious 
contingency is questionable at best. They clearly are not prepared to deal with the resurgence of 
any threat from Russia and are not maintaining the force levels necessary to provide an effective 
deterrent and defense capability. 

Germany, for example, had 5,045 main battle tanks in 1990, and 236 in 2017 – many non-
operational. Its Air Force had 503 combat aircraft in 1990 and had only 201 in 2017. France had 
1,340 main battle tanks in 1990, and only 200 in 2017; it had 597 combat aircraft in 1990 and had 
only 294 in 2017. The United Kingdom had 1,330 main battle tanks in 1990, and 227 in 2017; it 
had 538 combat aircraft in 1990 and only 258 in 2017. Belgium, Denmark, and the Netherlands 
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had a collective total of 1,583 main battle tanks in 1990, and a total of only 34 in 2017. They had 
a total of 426 combat aircraft in 1990, and only in 195 in 2017.  

Such numbers are only part of the story. Even many relatively new combat aircraft in European 
forces lack the advanced avionics needed to compete in first line air-to-air combat and deliver 
advanced precision strikes. Readiness was also critical problem for both armor and aircraft.  

In 2017, it was revealed that one-third of Britain’s Typhoons and Tornados were unfit to fly, and 
other reports showed that Britain was only meeting 70% of its recruitment goals. Some aspects 
of French readiness were worse. Florence Parly, a French Minister of the armed forces, 
announced in December 2017, that 56% of French aircraft were unfit to fly. She did so after a 
25% increase in the maintenance budget over the previous 5 years.15 

A report by the German parliamentary commissioner for the armed forces, Hans-Peter Bartels 
found that, "The army's readiness to deploy has not improved in recent years, but instead has 
got even worse…At the end of the year six out of six submarines were not in use. At times, not 
one of the 14 Airbus A-400M could fly." He described the condition of the military's fleet of fighter 
planes, tanks, helicopters and ships as "dramatically bad,” and the report said a lack of spare 
parts and outdated equipment had left "big gaps" in the armed forces, while thousands of 
positions for officers were vacant. 

NATO’s new Eastern European members – the nation’s closest to Russia – do no better. Small 
forward states like Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania lack the scale and resources to create serious 
forces. However, a key state like Poland has cut its tanks from 2,900 to 937, and its combat 
aircraft from 516 to 99. Similarly, Hungary has gone from 1,516 tanks to 30, and 80 combat 
aircraft to 4. Bulgaria has gone from 2,888 tanks to 90, and 195 combat aircraft to 22.  

The Need for Force Planning and Spending Goals that Provide Real Deterrent and Defense 
Capability 

NATO’s focus on meaningless goals like 2% of the GDP, and 20% on equipment expenditure, may 
have led President Trump to focus on the wrong priorities, but he has focused on goals set by the 
entire NATO alliance – and that fact these goals are irrelevant is the fault of NATO and not 
President Trump.  

The days in which members of the alliance could safely rely on making more and more force cuts, 
taking annual additional peace dividends, and rely on meaningless spending goals have long been 
over. There is a real Russian threat, as well as a real threat of violent extremism. NATO needs to 
focus on creating an effective mix of deterrent and defense capabilities that generates real-world 
military capabilities. It needs the initiatives that the NATO military have already begun to take to 
reduce the exceptional vulnerability of the Baltic and Scandinavian states. It needs to support 
Poland and create a stronger mix of deterrent capabilities in the new Central Region formed by 
the break-up of the former Soviet Union and take a hard look at the strategic importance of the 
Ukraine as a buffer between NATO and Russia. 

Any net assessment of the current military balance in key scenarios and regions shows that Russia 
is now a far smaller conventional threat than existed during the Cold War, and that most of its 
former East European partners in the Warsaw Pact are now members of NATO. At the same time, 
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even the most basic comparisons of NATO European forces by country and region within NATO 
shows how serious the gaps still are in NATO European country defense efforts when it comes to 
deterring and defending against Russia. If a similar analysis was made of European sea power and 
power projection capabilities, it would show equal gaps in the naval balance. 

Moreover, while this analysis has focused on burden sharing largely in terms of total conventional 
forces that can deter of defend against Russia in Europe, this only part of the challenges NATO 
must meet. It must sharply improve its the ability to deter and fight asymmetric wars. It must be 
ready to deal with and terrorism and violent extremism outside the NATO area –in roles ranging 
from advisory counterterrorism efforts to support counterinsurgency campaigns. These are roles 
where each member nation has different needs, mixes of threats, and capabilities.   

As is noted earlier in this report, NATO o needs to focus on analysis expediting U.S. rapid 
reinforcement capabilities, and the quality and mission configuration of its aircraft, land 
weapons, missile defense systems, ships, and IS&R systems. In every such case, what each 
member buys will be more important than any percentage of spending figure. Finally, NATO 
needs to collectively assess the changing theater nuclear threat from Russia, and how this should 
affect the modernization and structure of the British, French, and U.S.  U.S. nuclear forces that 
provide NATO with extended deterrence 

Meeting NATO’s Changing Challenges: The “New” Central Region 

Any full examination of NATO’s current capabilities, its best strategy, its force planning needs, 
and how its defense resources can best be spent requires a full assessment of both the different 
ways Russia could present a threat to NATO, and the threat posed by extremism terrorism inside 
and outside NATO territory. This requires full net assessment of a range of different scenarios, of 
how different strategies and force planning options would affect such scenarios, and off their 
alternative cost-benefits. Such a net assessment needs to look at least five years into the future 
to set proper goals for given Alliance, sub-regional, and national efforts, and set force planning 
and defense spending goals that actually have meaning. 

At the same time, even a summary set of current force strength data reveals the scale of NATO’s 
challenges far clearer than any percentage spending data. Figures Seven through Figure Nine 
focus on the Central Region. They show that NATO deterrence and defense faces several 
fundamentally different challenges than it did during the Cold War.  

The break-up of the Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact has radically changed the strategic map that 
NATO must cope with. The geography of the “new” central region makes Poland and Germany 
the keys to forward defense against a Russian threat that must come through Belarus, 
Kaliningrad, and/or a Lithuania – unless Russia can destabilize the Ukraine and somehow make it 
an ally. 

Any review of the actual land and air forces – and total defense spending efforts – in the NATO 
European states that make up this new Central Region, shows how weak it is in many critical 
respects. The fact that Poland is now the mainline of defense of a self-disarming Germany is 
scarcely without irony. At the same time, Poland faces challenges to its own territory that it 
cannot meet alone, must deal with the Russian enclave in Kaliningrad, and faces a potential 
Russian threat moving through the Baltic and Lithuania. 
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The uncertain and pivotal role of the Ukraine as a buffer raises equally serious questions about 
the weakness of the Czech Republic, Slovenia, and Romania, and highlights the strategic 
importance of helping the Ukraine maintain its independence. It may well be impossible to alter 
Russian annexation of the Crimea, but helping the Ukraine preserve its sovereignty and 
democracy is not simply a matter of helping the Ukraine. A glance at the map shows just how 
much more vulnerable NATO would be if Russia could dominate the Ukraine.  

While a major war still seems extremely unlikely, the fact remains that Russia is making major 
improvements in its nuclear forces, and ones that sharply enhance their ability to conduct 
precision theater nuclear strikes. It i also greatly enhancing its conventional precision strike 
capability, air forces, and land-based air and tactical missile defense capabilities. the history of 
war is often the history of unplanned escalation and building a stabled deterrent against "worst 
case" scenarios is particularly critical in this region 

These vulnerabilities and uncertainties also shows how critical it is for the United States to both 
maintain its forward presence in Europe, and have a credible rapid deployment capability. Here, 
the improvement that the increases President Trump is making in U.S. defense spending and U.S. 
defense initiatives in NATO will make a major difference – if they are sustained and if European 
countries make the necessary changes to allow rapid U.S. land and air deployments – as well as 
the forward deployment of other European powers. Unlike the 2% non-solution, this is a truly 
critical aspect of burdensharing. 

The "New" Baltic and Northern Region 

Figures Ten and Figure Eleven focus on the “new” Northern Region. NATO now faces an even 
more serious challenge in the Baltic states – which bridge across the Central and Northern 
Regions – and Scandinavia. Once again, it is the actual size and structure of European forces and 
the size of total defense spending – not percentages – that count.  

Any review of the land and air forces of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania – and of their population 
and economic resources – show that they are micro-states in terms of their ability to generate 
forces that can deter and defend against a power as large as Russia. They are highly vulnerable 
targets for Russian threats and pressure, as well as demonstrative and asymmetric Russian 
attacks. The NATO military have already set goals that help reduce their vulnerability, but more 
help and finding ways that NATO can reinforce deterrence by non-military means and pressure 
on other areas should be a key objective. 

Scandinavia has always been a problem for NATO. Denmark is both a northern and central region 
power, and like Germany and Poland, a key air/sea power in the Baltic. Norway shares a 
vulnerable northern border with Russia, but Finland and Sweden – non-NATO states – play a 
critical role in deterring Russia as well.  

NATO needs a far clearer picture of how it can reinforce deterrence and potential cooperation 
with Finland and Sweden over time without provoking Russia – particularly given the major force 
cuts that Finland and Sweden have made since the end of the Cold War. It is not simply NATO 
European powers that need to do more in their own defense. 



Cordesman NATO Burden Sharing, Strategy and Force Plans                5th Revision: 8/14/18 33 

The Inchoate "New" Southern Region 

Some of NATO’s greatest challenges exist in the "new" Southern Region, shown in Figure Twelve 
and Figure Thirteen. Today, there is no clear geographic unity in meeting the Russian threat. 
However, several former Warsaw Pact states would face a radically different set of threats if 
Russia came to dominate the Ukraine.  

Many of the NATO’s Mediterranean and Adriatic powers – like Italy, Spain, Greece, and to some 
extent Portugal and France; face a more serious challenge from extremism, terrorism, and the 
instability of North African states than Russia.  

Turkey has become an increasingly problematic member of the alliance, while Romania and 
Bulgaria face a potential – if now limited threat in the Black Sea area and the risk posed by the 
fighting in the Ukraine and its internal instability. Moreover, Russia's role in Syria, and growing 
role as a source of arms transfers to the Middle East, is giving Russia major new power projection 
capabilities in the Mediterranean that would become substantially more threatening if Turkey 
should tilt towards Russia or break with NATO. 

Yet again, NATO needs something approaching a real-world strategy to set meaningful force goals 
and priorities for the region, to act as an incentive for its powers to play a more active and 
integrated role in fighting extremism and terrorism and deal with refugee and migration 
problems, as well as project forces forward to defend and deter against Russia. Once again, 
empty percentages do nothing to set such priorities. It will take adequate defense spending and 
adequate forces.  
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Figure Seven: NATO's "New" Central Region - I 

 



Cordesman NATO Burden Sharing, Strategy and Force Plans                5th Revision: 8/14/18 35 

Figure Eight: Illustrative Shifts in NATO Central Region Forces: 1990 vs. 2017 - I 

 



Cordesman NATO Burden Sharing, Strategy and Force Plans                5th Revision: 8/14/18 36 

Figure Eight: Illustrative Shifts in NATO Central Region Forces: 1990 vs. 2017 - II 
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Figure Nine: NATO's "New" Northern Region 
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Figure Ten: Illustrative Shifts in NATO Northern Region Forces: 1990 vs. 2017  
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Figure Eleven: NATO's "New" Southern Region 
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Figure Twelve: Illustrative Shifts in NATO Southern Region Forces: 1990 vs. 2017  
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The U.S. Side of Real-World Burden Sharing in Europe 

It is equally important, however, for the U.S. to properly examine its own role in the Atlantic 
alliance. The previous figures have focused on the cost of defense and total national forces. Such 
comparisons sharply favor the United States as a global power. The U.S. force posture, and its 
total defense spending, cover the cost of projecting power into two U.S.-dominated wars in 
Afghanistan and Iraq. A global network of military bases and advisory efforts, and a massive 
presence in the Pacific and Asia. Some of this presence does aid Europe by maintaining freedom 
of the see and security of key trading partners, and U.S. efforts to fight terrorism and extremism 
in the Middle East, Africa, and South Asia do as much to protect Europe as the U.S. 

U.S. Forward Deployments in Europe Have Already Been Cut to a Critical Level 

Work by the Pew Trust – using Department of Defense data from late 2016 – shows that the U.S. 
presence in Europe is now at a 60-year low. The trends in U.S. force strength and the current size 
of the U.S. presence in all of Europe in late 2016 is shown in Figure Thirteen. More current data 
from the Defense Manpower Center of the Department of Defense – dating March 2018 –provide 
more detail on the total “burden” involved and are summarized in Figure Fourteen. 

Using these data, only about 13% of total number of U.S. forces (1,330,832) were stationed 
overseas in late 2016 (169,790). Only about 5% (65,545) were stationed in Europe – including 
non-NATO states and peripheral state like the Ukraine. The total for NATO was 65,123, a bit less 
than 5% of total U.S. personnel and only 38% of all U.S. personnel stationed overseas. The U.S. 
only had 34,821 personnel stationed forward in Germany in proximity to the main Russian threat: 
This was 2.6% of total U.S. personnel and some 21% of all U.S. military personnel stationed 
overseas.  

To put these totals in perspective, the U.S. had more than 391,000 uniformed personnel in 
Europe in 1953, and higher temporary totalsabove400,000 when forces were rushed to Europe 
during the Berlin crisis in 1961. Forces declined to around 265,000 during the Vietnam War in 
1970 but rose back to over 350,000 during the 1980s and the U.S. European Command still have 
317,000 actives in the late 1980s. It was only with the end of the Cold war in 1990-991 that U.S. 
began the massive forces cuts that have now taken place.  

The U.S. Presence in Europe Meets U.S. as Well European Defense Needs 

It should be noted that these manpower totals do not break out the portion directly supporting 
NATO and the deterrence and defense of Russia. In many cases, they are simply the number of 
attaches. In many other, they include U.S personnel that use European locations in the war 
against extremism and terrorism, support U.S. power projection to other regions, serve a 
common goal in maritime safety and security, or perform sensitive classified functions including 
intelligence roles of great benefit to the United states. 

U.S. experts indicate that these aspects of burden sharing often have not been addressed in the 
burden sharing analyses provided to the White House, and press reporting indicates that the 
Department of defense is still in the process of providing a full cost analysis of the U.S. presence 
in Europe.  
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These are a small portion of U.S. forces given the current level of tension and risk in dealing with 
Russia and the need to deploy and transit U.S. forces for the fight against terrorism and 
extremism. It also seems likely that any NATO force planning exercise based on a serious set of 
strategic goals will call for more European forces, but not for few U.S. forces unless a radical 
reduction takes place in the Russian threat, the extremist and terrorist threat, and U.S. needs for 
global power projection that stages or port through Europe. The U.S. cannot exercise anything 
like its current power projection capability at anything like its current cost without European aid 
and support. 

Equally important, no force can effectively fight in ways it does not practice, and does not have 
the reception, transit, and support capabilities to allow it to deploy and sustain. Forward 
deployed elements, regular field exercises and rotations, and actually working with allied forces 
in peacetime is not a luxury. It is a critical aspect of military operations – particularly when no 
one can count on strategic warning, the scenario that will shape a crisis in deterrence or the need 
to actually fight, and limits will still remain in European forces and their readiness. To put it 
bluntly, there is little reason to make massive increases in U.S. defense spending unless the U.S. 
have enough forward capability to use it power projection capabilities effectively in a crisis. 

This does, however, raise another area where there is a critical need for Europe to do more. The 
recent exercises in NATO – including those involving the rotational forces made available by the 
European Defense Initiative – have shown that NATO European’s ability to receive, base, and 
rapidly transit U.S. reinforcements has degenerated to the crisis level.  

Recent exercises warn that the lack of adequate European reception (ports/airfields) facilities, 
transit facilities, (rations, fuel, transient billeting), and transportation infrastructure sharply 
reduces the capability of even existing US and allied forces to deploy in Europe, as well as to 
supply and sustain such forces once they do deploy. The NATO military have already highlighted 
many of the steps needed to change this situation, and once again, such steps have far higher 
priority than meeting NATO's 2% GDP and 20% equipment goals defense spending on equipment.  

Correcting this situation is already is a key priority for the NATO military, but progress has been 
grindingly slow at the political and Ministerial levels. The problems range from inadequate 
reception facilities to bridges that can’t tale the weight of armor to a host of peacetime 
bureaucratic barriers and delays which cannot now be cancelled in an emergency. Peacetime 
exercise transit times for U.S. armored units that were scheduled for two weeks have taken four 
months to actually implement, and key problems are particularly serious in moving U.S/. forces 
forward to help defend critically vulnerable states like Poland, Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia. 
Mobility, transportation, and sustainability are often as serious a problem in Europe as the lack 
of European forces and force modernization.16 

Honestly and Transparently Defining the U.S. "Burden 

The U.S. must deal with its own faults as well. If the U.S. is to continue to pressure its allies over 
burdensharing, it is clear that it needs to clearly define what its contribution to NATO – and 
"burden – really is. The Department of Defense has indicated that it is now assessing to cost of 
its deployments and contribution to NATO. If it does so seriously, this will be the first time in 
years, and if it does so publically, it will be the first time since the Department stopped reporting 
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on such costs as a result of legislative requirements passed back in the 1980s as a result of 
legislation by senator Nunn and Senator Warner of Senate Armed Service Committee.  

There is no credible source that explains how the U.S. allocates the mission and cost of power 
projection forces in the United States or at sea. At least some political claims about the "burden" 
seem to grossly exaggerate the size and cost of the U.S. forces actually dedicated to European 
defense, and ignore the value to the U.S. of forward deployments and staging capabilities in 
Europe, along with the value of allied forces in supporting the U.S. in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

There is far too little functional transparency in U.S. defense planning, programming, and 
budgeting. The U.S. badly needs to make its case in detail, publically, and in a way that 
communicates its value to both U.S. and European security. This, however, is part of a broader 
need for more transparency and better planning, programming, and budgeting. The U.S. has 
slowly let program budgeting die since the time of Robert McNamara.  

It has literally been generations since a Secretary of defense even costed "General Purpose 
Forces," and the U.S. does not now plan, program, and budget separately for a single major 
command – Europe, Africa, Central Region, Indo Pacific, or Strategic.  

It is equally striking that it has never officially costed its "longest" wars in Afghanistan and Iraq 
and does not even provide credible cost data for its OCO expenditures – which include 
substantially baseline spending. It no longer ties its strategy documents to force plans, 
modernization and readiness efforts, or its Future Year Defense Program. This is a powerful 
indictment of both the Executive Branch and the fiscal responsibility of Congress – particularly in 
the Senate and House Armed Services and Foreign Affair Committees and the matching 
appropriators. 
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Figure Thirteen: The U.S. Military Presence in Europe- I  

(at End-2016) 

 

 
 

 
Adapted from Kirsten Balik,” U.S. active-duty military presence overseas is at its smallest in decades”,  

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/08/22/u-s-active-duty-military-presence-overseas-is-at-its-smallest-in-decades/; 
and “Most U.S. Troops Overseas are in Europe and Asia, PEW Trust, August 22, 2017, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-
tank/2017/08/22/u-s-active-duty-military-presence-overseas-is-at-its-smallest-in-decades/ft_17-08-
21_usmilitary_locations_top20-1/.  

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/08/22/u-s-active-duty-military-presence-overseas-is-at-its-smallest-in-decades/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/08/22/u-s-active-duty-military-presence-overseas-is-at-its-smallest-in-decades/ft_17-08-21_usmilitary_locations_top20-1/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/08/22/u-s-active-duty-military-presence-overseas-is-at-its-smallest-in-decades/ft_17-08-21_usmilitary_locations_top20-1/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/08/22/u-s-active-duty-military-presence-overseas-is-at-its-smallest-in-decades/ft_17-08-21_usmilitary_locations_top20-1/
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Figure Thirteen: The U.S. Military Presence in Europe- II  

(1945-2016) 

 

At the height of the Cold War, more than 400,000 U.S. forces were stationed across 100 communities on the 
European continent. Today, U.S. forces on the continent have been reduced by more than 85% and basing sites 

reduced by 75%.

  
Source: U.S. European Command (EUCOM), " U.S. Military Presence in Europe (1945-2016)," May 26, 2016, 
eucom.stuttgart.ecce.list.media-ops-mba@mail.mil  
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Figure Fourteen: U.S. Forces in Europe as of March 2018 
Country                                                                       Active Duty                                                            National          APF  
                             Army                Navy               Marine            Air               Coast          Total            Guard           DoD 
                                                                                 Corps          Force            Guard                             Reserve*       Civilian*                 
Albania 1 1 1 3  0    6    0 0 
Austria  1 1 0 1  0    3    0 0 
Belgium 617 42 5 231 1 896 0 333 
Cyprus 5 0 0 10 0 15 0 1 
Czechia 3 0 0 3 0 6 0 1 
Croatia 1 1 0 1 0 3 0 1 
Denmark 2 3 1 5 0 11 0 0 
Estonia 2 0 0 2 0 4 1 2 
Finland 3 5 2 6 0 16 0 0 
France 23 11 4 18 0 56 0 11 
Germany 20,435 412 1,236 12,727 11 34,821 1,631 11,040 
Georgia 1 0 22 1 0 24 0 4 
Greece 9 358 1 20 0 388 0 1 
Greenland 0 0 0 149 0 149 0 83 
Hungary 6 144 0 58 0 208 1 5 
Iceland 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 1  
Ireland 1 0 1 1 0 3 0 0 
Italy 4,289 3,905 372 4,198 2 12,706 178 2,416 
Latvia 4 0 1 2 0 7 0 4 
Lithuania 0 0 4 0 0 4 0 0 
Luxembourg 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 19 
Moldova 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 
Montenegro - - - - - - - - 
Netherlands 124 30 2 215 31 402 0 209 
Norway 32 5 259 34 0 330 0 5 
Poland 36 80 4 27 0 147 3 18 
Portugal 2 43 3 179 0 227 0 8 
Romania 7 79 157 14 0 257 0 43 
Serbia 1 0 2 5 0 8 0 0 
Slovakia 1 0 1 2 0 4 0 1 
Slovenia 0 0 0 2 0 2 0 1 
Spain 27 2,357 906 390 0 3,680 11 428 
Sweden 1 1 0 5 1 8 0 0 
Switzerland 21 0 0 4 0 25 0 0 
Turkey 133 6 3 1,481 0 1,623 2 76 
Ukraine 10 2 5 5 0 22 0 5 
United Kingdom 270 200 12 8,663 39 9,184 151 1,190  
 
NATO European states are shown in italics.  
*Total for all services. 
Notes: Unclear where US. figures include short term rotational and exercise personnel in EDI and other roles. 
Source: DMDC, https://www.dmdc.osd.mil/appj/dwp/dwp_reports.jsp; and 
DMDC_Website_Location_Report_1803, accessed 8 July 2018.  
 
 

  

https://www.dmdc.osd.mil/appj/dwp/dwp_reports.jsp
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Shifting from Meaningless Percentage Goals to Goals that Enhance Deterrence 
and Defense  

NATO faces a critical need to reshape its military efforts to provide the right kind of strategy, 
force plans, and defense expenditures is a critical issue in NATO, Transatlantic unity, successfully 
deterring Russia, and fighting the threat of extremism. NATO recognized this during the July 2018 
summit meeting when it issued the Brussels Summit Declaration and Brussels Declaration on 

Transatlantic Security and Solidarity.17  Today, however, the focus is on the wrong kind of 
burdening sharing to the point where NATO heads of state and defense ministers are focus on 
goals that are the military equivalent of the theater of the absurd.  

Accordingly, NATO needs to revitalize and reshape its NATO Defense Planning Process at a top 
down level where Ministers and heads of state focus on the right goals, create the force plans 
they need and actually implement them, and focus their review of national spending on what it 
buys and not arbitrary levels that have nothing to do with security needs. They need to provide 
a level of transparency that shows why such efforts are needed, why NATO and national force 
plans bring needed improvements in security, and that validate the need for added effort. NATO 

must publically justify the need for added effort through democratic processes of debate and 
parliamentary law 

Europe Needs to Do More, But the U.S. Needs to Focus on Real Strategic Requirements 

President Trump may have focused on the wrong measures of burden sharing, but this analysis 
shows that far too many NATO European powers do fall far short of creating the forces they 
should. NATO must deal with the reality that many NATO European countries are doing far too 
little to generate the kind of land and air forces best suited to deterring and defending against 
Russia – as well as failing to maintain adequate seapower, power projection capability, and forces 
that can help defeat extremism and terrorism – areas where the land and air trends reflected in 
this analysis exist in other key mission areas. Key nations Germany and France must do much 
more to provide for a modern ready and capable military of adequate size, composition, 
weaponry, with adequate sustainability at home station and if deployed.   

At the same time, the U.S. can only further undermine the Alliance, and its own security, if it 
reacts by cutting the limited forces it now deploys in Europe and by undermining the credibility 
of its willingness to support its allies, and reinforce Europe in a crisis. A collective effort is needed 
to both deter and defend, and particularly to avoid leaving a power vacuum relative to Russia, 
and to show Russia that the Alliance is truly committed to deterrence. Given the resources NATO 
already spends, this should be possible in ways every member can afford, particularly because 
deterring Russia today involves a far smaller effort than dealing with the FSU during the Cold 
War.  

NATO does not need a screaming match between the U.S. President and his European 
counterparts, or between its comptrollers and accountants. But, it does need to return to the 
kind of serious force planning and focus on military strategy that shaped the NATO force planning 
exercise in the 1960s, the deployment of the GLCM and Pershing II, and the planning for MBFR 
and the CFE Treaty. It needs to set real military requirements and really meet them. 

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_156620.htm?selectedLocale=en
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_156620.htm?selectedLocale=en
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As noted earlier, the Alliance must put an end to meaningless percentage and level of effort goals 
that set some of the worst possible objectives for burdensharing. NATO’s military have already 
begun to take such measures and lead the Alliance to make some critical initial force 
improvements. They have shown that the Alliance can make real progress if it focuses on 
meaningful military planning. 

Net Assessments, Force Planning, and Budgets That Buy What is Actually Needed 

Accordingly, NATO must refocus the NATO Defense Planning Process at the Ministerial level on 
using its resources to build an effective deterrent and defense capability to deal with Russia, 
terrorism, and other potential threats, they need to focus on building effective military and 
internal security forces that serve a clearly defined common strategic purpose. 

NATO must use net assessments of the balance, and of different strategies and force plans, to 
focus on the key needs for enhanced deterrence in each major region. It must set meaningful 
military objectives for each member country based on their existing forces, set spending goals 
tailored to that country’s needs, and help it develop force plans and spending goals that will 
create effective deterrent and defense capabilities and deal with threats like extremism. 

Each NATO country is responsible under Article 3 of the Atlantic for the development of forces 
capable of self-defense and contribution to collective alliance defense needs.  Each Minister of 
Defense, Head of State, Parliament (or Congress), and Chief of Defense (senior military leader 
should commit to conducting periodic strategic defense reviews, develop priorities of force 
enhancement and modernization plans (which must be set into laws to withstand short term 
political turnarounds due to elections or the whims of political or military leaders), and 
adequately resourced for multi-year spending to meet those needs.  The nations in NATO 
conducted such strategic reviews and developed modernization plans, but need to do so on a far 
more regular and in depth basis, and actually implement their force plans and meet their 
priorities for modernization.  

NATO also needs to make its military plans, priorities, and the details of its military spending far 
more public. It needs to debate improved  security and not percentages, and show its peoples 
why they need to spend more and what they get for the money. No country can keep the broad 
levels of information involved secret from Russia, and democracies are built on the principle that 
there should not be trust without transparency.  

 

Anthony H. Cordesman holds the Arleigh A. Burke Chair in Strategy at the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies in Washington, D.C. He has served as a consultant on Afghanistan to the 
U.S. Department of Defense and the U.S. Department of State. 
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Annex A: Additional NATO Force  

and Spending Data 

 

 
(Adapted from NATO, Defense Expenditure of NATO Countries (2011-2018), Press Release, 

PR/CP(2018)091, July 10, 2018) 
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Figure A1: NATO Defense Spending in Current  

U.S. Dollars: 2001-2018 

 

 

 
Notes: Figures for 2017 and 2018 are estimates; * Defense expenditure does not include pensions.; ** With 
regard to 2018, these countries have either national laws or political agreements which call for at least 2% of 
GDP to be spent on defense annually, consequently these estimates are expected to change accordingly. 
Source: NATO, Defense Expenditure of NATO Countries (2011-2018), Press Release, PR/CP(2018)091, July 10, 2018 
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Figure A2: Annual Real Changes in Defense Spending Based on 2010 
Prices: 2001-2018 

 

Source: NATO, Defense Expenditure of NATO Countries (2011-2018), Press Release, PR/CP(2018)091, July 10, 2018 
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Figure A3: Real GDP 
Billion US dollars (2010 prices and exchange rates) 

 

Source: NATO, Defense Expenditure of NATO Countries (2011-2018), Press Release, PR/CP(2018)091, July 10, 2018 
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Figure A4: GDP Per Capita  

 

Source: NATO, Defense Expenditure of NATO Countries (2011-2018), Press Release, PR/CP(2018)091, July 10, 2018 
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Figure A5: Defense Expenditure Per Capita 

 

Source: NATO, Defense Expenditure of NATO Countries (2011-2018), Press Release, PR/CP(2018)091, July 10, 2018 
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Figure A6: Military Personnel 

 

Source: NATO, Defense Expenditure of NATO Countries (2011-2018), Press Release, PR/CP(2018)091, July 10, 2018 
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Figure A7: Percent of Total Defense Expenditure by Main Category - I 

 
* Defence expenditure does not include pensions. 
(a) Equipment expenditure includes major equipment expenditure and R&D devoted to major equipment. 

(b) Personnel expenditure includes military and civilian expenditure and pensions. 
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Source: NATO, Defense Expenditure of NATO Countries (2011-2018), Press Release, PR/CP(2018)091, July 10, 2018 

Figure A7: Percent of Total Defense Expenditure by Main Category - II 

 
* Defence expenditure does not include pensions. 
(a) Equipment expenditure includes major equipment expenditure and R&D devoted to major equipment. 

(b) Personnel expenditure includes military and civilian expenditure and pensions. 
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Source: NATO, Defense Expenditure of NATO Countries (2011-2018), Press Release, PR/CP(2018)091, July 10, 2018 
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