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“Burdensharing” and 2% of GDP Solution: A Study in Military Absurdity

As the Secretary General’s Annual Report for 2018 makes clear, NATO has many productive initiatives underway that focus on its real security 
needs, and that will help deter Russia and deal with the key issues in its military readiness and force planning. In fact, some 90% of the 
Secretary General’s report focuses on such issues.

At the same time, NATO does not issue any net assessments of the balance and its capability to deter and fight. It does not openly address any 
of the many national problems and issues in current force nation-by-nation strength and readiness, and it has no coherent force and 
modernization plans for the future. 

Setting the Wrong Goals and Claiming Pointless Progress

Instead, far too much of NATO’s public profile is focused on goals that are not only meaningless, but actively counterproductive. These goals set 
percentage of GDP and total defense spending levels that focus on arbitrary levels of spending with no ties to military needs or effectiveness. 
As the Secretary General’s report notes (p. 34), 

At the 2014 Summit in Wales, NATO leaders endorsed a Defense Investment Pledge. The pledge called for all Allies that did not already meet 
the NATO-agreed guideline of spending 2% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) on defense to stop cuts to defense budgets, gradually increase 
spending, and aim to move towards spending 2% of GDP on defense within a decade. Allies also agreed, in that same time-frame, to move 
towards spending at least 20% of annual defense expenditure on major new equipment, including related research and development.

What passes for progress reporting is progress in meeting the percentage objectives regardless of whether this is the right priority for a given 
country or will strengthen the Alliance.  The Secretary General’s annual report summarizes such progress as follows:

At the Brussels Summit in July, NATO leaders agreed there is a new sense of urgency to invest 2% of GDP on defense and to have credible 
national plans on how to meet this goal. NATO Allies will continue to invest in developing, acquiring and maintaining the capabilities the 
Alliance needs to defend its nearly one billion citizens. The Alliance attaches great importance to ongoing efforts to ensure fair burden-sharing 
in all three elements of the Defense Investment Pledge: defense expenditure; investments in capabilities; and contributions to NATO’s 
operations, missions and activities.

In 2018, the United States accounted for half of the Allies' combined GDP and almost 70% of combined defense expenditures. 

At the same time, European Allies and Canada are continuing to spend more on defense. In 2018, seven Allies reached the 2% defense 
spending guideline, up from three in 2014. In real terms, defense spending among European Allies and Canada increased by almost 4% from 
2017 to 2018. Furthermore, in the period from 2016 to 2018, they have contributed an additional cumulative spending of over USD 41 billion. 
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Allies also made progress on the commitment to invest 20% or more of defense expenditure in major new capabilities. In 2018, 25 Allies spent 
more in real terms on major equipment than they did in 2017. The number of Allies meeting the NATO agreed 20% guideline rose to 16 in 
2018.

As Figure One shows, these goals focus the alliance on the wrong objectives in ways that encourage pointless burdening sharing debates over
the wrong objectives, and divide it in ways that serve no functional purpose.

Ignoring the Threat and Russia’s Level of Spending

The NATO percentage goals also ignore a key underlying reality in the relative level of effort by NATO and Russia: Its one major potential threat. 
This is to some extent the natural result of the lack of any public or transparent effort to tie NATO military efforts to some net assessment of 
the extent to which Russia is a threat, show NATO’s relative capability by key sub-region and mission, and assess how well each member is 
doing in reinforcing NATO’s deterrent and defense capabilities. 

As Figures Two and Three show, however, setting such percentage goals ignores a more fundamental reality. It assumes that NATO’s 
weaknesses are dominated by its level of spending and not by its lack of cohesive, coordinated effort to use its resources effectively. If one uses 
the Secretary General’s report for NATO data, and the IISS Military Balance for Russian expenditures – spending data which U.S. experts agree 
are roughly the same as U.S. intelligence estimates – these two Figures show that one gets the following results:

• NATO spent well over 14 times as much on defense in 2018 as Russia did on military forces. NATO as a whole spent $918.5 billion on 
defense in 2018. Russia and Belarus spent $64.1 billion (Russia alone spent $63.12 billion)

• NATO Europe alone spent well over 4 times as much on defense in 2018 as Russia did on military forces. NATO Europe spent $281.7 billion 
on defense in 2018. Russia and Belarus spent $64.1 billion (Russia alone spent $63.12 billion)

• NATO Europe has four countries in the IISS ranking of the top 15 nations in terms of global military spending. (France, Germany, Italy, and 
the UK).

• NATO Europe accounted for 17.9% of total global military spending. Russia accounted for 3.7%.

• The IISS data show that all of the World’s top 15 spenders in terms of military spending as a percentage of GDP are medium to token 
military powers. This is not a meaningful measure of military capability.

NATO doesn’t just need net assessments to determine what forces are best needed to deter and defend, it needs them to address the major 
difference in its relative use of resources and how to use its vast superiority in resources more effectively.
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Setting Goals that Don‘t Motivate or Address Key National Differences and Ignore NATO’s Real-World Needs

Figure Four and Figure Five illustrate additional key problems. Figure Four shows that talking about the overall trend in NATO spending says 
nothing about whether key countries are making a meaningful effort in defense. The lack of any coherent level of effort in NATO’s critical 
Central Region is brutally obvious.

Figure Five addresses an even more critical issue that is complex and difficult to summarize, but where the trend in national efforts is both 
striking and illustrates the tangible military realities that have emerged from the disunity and lack of effort shown in Figure Four.

Even a brief summary of a few of the indicators of military strength show that a country-by-country review of what a given nation is spending, 
its current forces and military capabilities, and its stated future plans indicates that neither goal – nor any reported progress – buys the right 
forces, will achieve the right results on a timely basis, and will create an effective response to either the reemergence of a Russian threat or 
other key security objectives like extremism and terrorism. 

Countries with weak forces may never correct their problems in the near or mid-term by going to 2% of GDP or 20% of annual defense 
expenditure on major new equipment. Strong, effective defense efforts by some countries can be offset by critical weaknesses in the forces of 
neighboring states that leave them open to intimidation and actual attacks that bypass the more capable neighbor. Equipment spending can be 
focused on the wrong expenditures in terms of NATO’s overall priorities and supporting national economies and industry – with limited 
interoperability and relation to NATO’s overall mission priorities. 

Such country-by-country reviews take time, involve a great deal of detail, and involve military judgements that should come from NATO 
commanders. NATO stands or falls, however, on the extent to which each nation provides the right forces to deter and defend, and not on the 
basis of what percentages its defense expenditures are as a percent of GDP. Equipment expenditures have to focus on the right mission 
priorities, interoperability, and the balance between readiness, force strength, and modernization. The chance that this goal should be to 
eventually get to precisely 2% of GDP or 20% of annual defense expenditure in any given country in any given year is negligible.

The Focus on 2% is Divisive and Wrong if it does not Adequately Reflect Increased Spending 

Figure Six shows that if one looks at total NATO European spending in 2018, it comes very close to the total during the Cold War in 1989, and 
that NATO Europe has cut its spending far less than Russia has cut it as a result of the break-up of the former Soviet Union.

Figure Seven shows that many countries that fell short of the 2% goal did, in fact, make increases in defense spending. Focusing only on % of 
GDP ignores key national efforts.
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Meeting the 2% Goal Has little Meaning if It Doesn’t Buy Capability

Figure Eight shows that the United Kingdom – which did exceed the 2% of GDP spending level – has far lower forces than in 1989, and it now 
has the equivalent of a “hollow” army and serious modernization and force level issues in its navy and air force. The 2% of GDP goal is 
nonsense even when countries meet it.

The U.S. Needs to Stop Lying and Bullying About Its 70% Share of NATO

Figure Nine shows that the United States grossly exaggerates its role in NATO by claiming credit for total defense spending. It does have major 
power projection forces that should be credited in part for their potential role in NATO. But, it only deployed 14% of its active forces overseas in 
March 2019, and only 3% were forward deployed in NATO Europe on a permanent basis. 

It is unclear that even the most generous estimate of real-world deployment capability would credit the U.S. with devoting even 30% of its 
forces to NATO.

The Focus on Spending at least 20% of Annual Defense Expenditure on Major New Equipment. — Including Related 
Research and Development — May Be Even Sillier than the 2% of GDP Goal

Even a cursory examination of Figure Ten shows how silly this goal is. The most “successful” investor is Luxembourg? More seriously, anyone 
who has seriously examined the patterns of fleet modernization of armor, aircraft, and ships by country will immediately recognize that 
meeting or not meeting the goal says nothing about getting the right pace of modernization and making the right trade-offs between force 
strength, modernization, and readiness. (Here Figure Eight has already provided a tangible example for a country that exceeds the 20% goal.)

A similar point is made in Figure Eleven. There is no clear correlation between a high equipment percentage and an adequate level of national 
defense spending

Selecting the Right Investment, Force Strength and Readiness Needs

Figure Twelve provides an illustrative list of how investment in equipment and R&D should be judged, and analyzed on a NATO-wide and sub-
regional basis. The list is only illustrative and should be determined by NATO’s military and civilian planners.  

The goal behind it, however, should be clear. NATO does not need some arbitrary spending goal.  It needs to create alliance capabilities that are 
focused on the right missions and priorities. It needs to ensure interoperability, achieve synergy between member countries wherever possible, 
and exploit the relative weaknesses of the potential threat.
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NATO Focuses on the Right Investment Priorities

Figure Thirteen illustrates two important points. First, data on investment in equipment, R&D, and operating costs only matter if they show 
where the money actually goes in terms of function and mission. Second, spending on NATO is sometimes criticized as if it was being spent on 
bureaucratic functions. In practice, it is spent largely on key missions and activities.

Setting the Right Goals and Objectives

Figure Fourteen summarizes kind of objectives NATO should be pursuing, many of which are already key goals set forth in body of the secretary
General’s report, in NATO military headquarters, and in U.S. and other efforts to update NATO’s strategy.

Many of the reasons for these recommendations have already been addressed in the course of this analysis.  NATO should operate from a clear 
analysis of the priorities set by a net assessment of the balance; Russia’s capabilities for hybrid, conventional, and nuclear warfare; and current 
nation-by-nation member country forces and capabilities. It should focus on deterrence, but recognize that deterrence is often determined by 
actual warfighting and contingency capability.

An effective NATO force planning effort must focus on mission capabilities – balance force strength, readiness, and modernization – and set 
rolling force goals at least five years in the future. 

NATO also, however, needs to make such efforts transparent. It must earn public confidence and support, and accept outside criticism and 
debate. It must also accept the fact that major NATO plans and activities cannot in practice be kept secret. They have too much visibility, and 
over-classification is likely to do more to confuse NATO efforts than a potential threat.

At the same time, NATO military and civilian staffs need the authority to criticize and analyze on a country-by-country basis, and not simply 
rubber-stamp national plans. They need the authority to report even when some aspects of what they report can embarrass member 
countries.

At the same time, The U.S. – and all member countries – should approach force planning from the view of creating an effective partnership –
not bullying other states or using the effort to get other nations to do more so they can do less.



Figure One: Key Reasons the 2% (and 20%) Focus on 
Spending Fail to Serve NATO’s Needs
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• Statistically Irrelevant to Actual Level of NATO Resources 
relative to Key threat

• No relation to Key Threats and Net Assessment of 
Capabilities

• No relation to force planning and mission capability 
priorities and needs

• Ignore radically different economies, force postures, 
investment and overall spending priorities, and real needs 
of given countries.

• Deeply divisive and substitute strategic bullying for strategic 
planning



Source: The Secretary General’s Annual Report, 2018, p. 36; NATO, Defence Expenditure of NATO Countries (2012-2019), Communique, 
PR/CP(2019)069, June 25, 2019, IISS, Military Balance, 2019, by country and p. 21; OSD Comptroller, web page, 26.6.19

Figure Two: NATO Europe Alone Already Sharply Outspends Russia
(Military Spending in $US Billions in Current Dollars in CY2019e)
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NATO Estimate as of June 25, 2019                           Strategic Studies (IISS) 

NATO Europe:                  $284.0                                  Russia:                 $63.1
• France                            $50.7                                  Belarus.                  $1.03
• Germany                       $54.1
• Italy                                $24.5
• United Kingdom:          $60.4.2
United States                    $730.1
NATO Total:                    $1,036.1                  Russia/Belarus Total:       $64.1

NATO Europe alone spends 4.5 times more than Russia and 4.4 
times more than Russia and Belarus

NATO Total with U.S. and Canada is 16.4 times Russia and 16.2 
times Russia and Belarus

Sweden ($6.2B) and Finland ($3.4B) would add $9.6B  

**US. Budget Outlays in FY2018 are $693.2B



Source: IISS, Military Balance, 2019, p. 21. 
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Figure Three: IISS Ranking of NATO Europe in Global Military Budgets: 2018 

NATO = 56% of World 
vs. 3.7% for Russia.

NATO Europe  = 17.9% of World  
Total vs. 3.7% for Russia.

No NATO Power is in the Top 15% of GDP Spent on Military

NATO Europe  has 4 Countries in Top 15



Source: NATO, Defence Expenditure of NATO Countries (2012-2019), Communique, PR/CP(2019)069, June 25, 2019
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Figure Four: The 2% Goal is Not Being Met by 21 Countries, But Even if It Was, It 
Virtually Nothing to Ensure a Cohesive Military Effort in NATO’s Critical Central Region

(NATO Spending as a Percent of GDP  in 2014 and 2019 in Constant 2015 Prices and Exchange Rates)  

2%2%

Arrows show Countries Next to Russia or Critical to Power Projection

2% 2%
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Figure Five: Shifts in Russian, Belarus, U.S. and Larger NATO European Central Region 
Forces Are Usually Too Great for the 2% of GDP Goal to Matter: 1990 versus 2018 - I

2018
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Figure Five: Shifts in Russian, Belarus, U.S. and Larger NATO European Central Region 
Forces Are Usually Too Great for the 2% of GDP Goal to Matter: 1990 versus 2018 - II
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Figure Six: NATO Europe & Canada are Already Spending at Cold 
War Levels

(Total defense expenditures in billions of dollars, 

based on 2015 prices and exchange rates)

Source: NATO, Defence Expenditure of NATO Countries (2012-2019), Communique, PR/CP(2019)069, June 25, 2019, p. 4.

By post-Cold War US Government 
estimates, the Soviet Union may 
have spent over $200 billion in 
1989 in 2010 dollars versus $63.1 
billion in 2018 (3.2 times more)



Source: IISS, Military Balance, 2019, by country and p. 73; 

Figure Seven:
Europe is 

Making Steady 
Increases in 
Spending,

--Many of which 
do not get 

recognition 
because they 

do not increase 
as a share of 

GDP --

But…
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Source: IISS, Military Balance, 2019, p. 83; 

Figure Eight:

But, “High” % of 
GNP Countries

Can Have 
Shrinking Forces

The UK is at 2.2% 
of GDP, but  its 

2018 Force Levels  
are Far Lower 
than in 1989
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Source: Kristen Bialik, U.S. active-duty military presence overseas is at its smallest in decades, PEW Trust, https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/08/22/u-s-active-duty-
military-presence-overseas-is-at-its-smallest-in-decades, August 22, 2017.    *.  **IISS Military Balance, 2019reported total of 70,979 in Europe in 2018

Figure Nine: The U.S. Does Not Fund 70%. The U.S. Overseas Burden Has Dropped 
and Only a Fraction of U.S. Forces are Normally Assigned to Europe
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U.S. Deployments in March 2019

Country Actives Reserves Total Civilian

Total 1,345,360 800,183 2,216,268 744,529

In US 1,172,328 779,651 1,951,979 772,971
• 87%
Total
Overseas 173,072 20,532 193,604 33,537

13.0% 14.3%

Europe 65,973 615 66,588 16,809
• % Total 4.9% -
• % Overseas 38.1% 3.0%

NATO 65,626 615 66,241 16,802
• % Total 4.8%. -
• % Overseas 37.9%. 3.0%

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/08/22/u-s-active-duty-military-presence-overseas-is-at-its-smallest-in-decades


Source: Source: The Secretary General’s Annual Report, 2018, p. 37
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Figure Ten: The 20% on Equipment May Be Even Sillier - I

Source: NATO, Defence Expenditure of NATO Countries (2012-2019), Communique, PR/CP(2019)069, June 25, 2019, p. 3.

Sharply exceeding 20% can cut readiness and personnel, meeting 
it can mean added spending in the wrong areas, and a gross lack 
of country-by-country interoperability, sustainability, and support 
of key missions indicates the key need is better planning and 
coherent focus on key missions
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Figure Eleven: The 20% on Equipment Goal May Be Even Sillier - II

Source: NATO, Defence Expenditure of NATO Countries (2012-2019), Communique, PR/CP(2019)069, June 25, 2019, p. 2.

There is a negligible correlation 
between meeting the 20% goal 
and adequate funding of the 
national defense budget
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Figure Twelve: The Focus Should by on meeting Properly Balanced, 
Alliance-wide Investment, Force Strength, and Readiness Needs: 

Mission Capabilities Matter — 2% and 20% are Meaningless

• Cyber

• Readiness and Modernization of Conventional Core Forces –
Army/Artillery/Surface/ASW/Air Fleets

• Air/Missile Defense

• Forward deterrence

• Theater nuclear, precision strike, hypersonic

• Space

• Hybrid/Counterextremism/Counterterrorism

• Jointness and interoperability

• C4I/battle management

• Intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance

• Rapid deployment and sustainability – at all levels from A2/D2 to forward area

• Net assessment and force planning

• Training, exercise, simulation

• AI support



Source: Source: The Secretary General’s Annual Report, 2018, p. 111
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Figure Thirteen: NATO Investment Programs Do Focus 
on Such Needs

Source: Source: The Secretary General’s Annual Report, 2018, p. 111
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Figure Fourteen: Spending More Should Not Be The Goal. It 
should be Spending Wisely on Key NATO Priorities

• Shift from “burdensharing” bullying to “partnership” in creating real capabilities

• Base key efforts on meaningful Net Assessments of Russian challenge, forces, and 
spending

• Revise and Update a Strategy that sets clear goals for planning, programming and 
budgeting. 

• Conduct a New NATO Force Planning exercise based on clear country-by country 
priorities

• Create Future Year Force Plans with longer-term modernization plans

• Provide supporting technology assessment? Cyber? Hypersonic? Space, etc.

• Review national industrial bases and R&D to set clear goals

• Provide full Transparency on net assessments and NATO plans and goals to win 
public support

• Give NATO military and civilian staffs the proper authority to act and effectively 
examine and coordinate national plans and efforts.


