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

Absurdity 

Anthony H. Cordesman, Burke Chair in Strategy 

With the Assistance of Max Molot 

 

 

NATO remains the keystone of Western security. It provides the best possible real-world option 

for the West in every major aspect of collective security: dealing with Russia, countering 

extremism and terrorism, and finding functional approaches to out-of-area cooperation. 

It also is making progress in spite of the differences between its members, their different interests 

and security policies, and the many challenges they face. As the Secretary General’s Annual Report 

for 2018 makes clear, NATO has many productive initiatives underway that do 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 is now caught up at the ministerial level in meaningless burden sharing 

exercises that do not serve its security interests, and that are mathematically and functionally 

ridiculous. Its ministers focus far too much on abstract spending goals, rather than needed force 

improvement and mission capabilities.  

The goals ignore military needs and effectiveness, and merely call for spending 2% of GDP on 

total defense spending levels, and at least 20% of annual defense expenditure on major new 

equipment. Such goals may seem simple, and it may seem hard to argue that more spending does 

not have benefits. This only begins to make sense, however, if one ignores any concern with what 

the added money buys. There are no serious aspects of life, however, where spending more is a 

substitute for spending wisely. 

The Burke Chair at CSIS has prepared a new report that examines the practical and mathematical 

weaknesses of these goals in detail. It is entitled Burdensharing” and the 2% of GDP Solution: 

A Study in Military Absurdity, and it is available on the CSIS web site at 

https://www.csis.org/analysis/burden-sharing-and-2-percent-gdp-solution-study-military-

absurdity. 

The analysis shows that NATO policymakers do not properly examine the priorities that would 

emerge from net assessments of the balance or on improving NATO’s capability to deter and fight. 

They fail to focus effectively on its many individual national problems and issues in strength and 

readiness, and they have failed to create coherent force and modernization plans for the future. 

Worse, this report presents considerable quantitative evidence that NATO’s current goals actually 

focus the Alliance on the wrong objectives, and do so in ways that encourage pointless burden-

sharing debates over the wrong objectives. It shows that the 2% and 20% goals have six critical 

defects: 

• They are irrelevant, given intelligence estimates of the actual level of NATO resources 

relative to the key Russian threat. 

https://www.csis.org/analysis/burden-sharing-and-2-percent-gdp-solution-study-military-absurdity
https://www.csis.org/analysis/burden-sharing-and-2-percent-gdp-solution-study-military-absurdity
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• They have no relation to force planning and mission capability priorities and simply assume 

the problem is spending more, rather than wisely. 

• They are not based on any assessment of key threats and net assessment of NATO and 

threat capabilities. 

• They ignore the radically different economies, force postures, investment needs, and 

overall spending priorities of given countries. 

• Meeting or exceeding the goals does not do anything to ensure that a country has the right 

forces and is pursuing the right path for force development, or will halt major force cuts, 

will halt spending on the wrong things, or make a given country’s forces “better” than the 

forces of the states that fail to meet them. 

• They are also deeply divisive, and they substitute American strategic bullying for 

meaningful force planning ad strategy. 

The report supports these conclusions with tables and charts that show how much more NATO is 

spending than Russia, that highlight the problems in the reporting on the various national efforts 

to meet the 2% of GDP goal, and that show NATO European spending has risen far more in real 

terms than comparisons based on percent of GDP reveal. They also show the lack of correlation 

between the level of spending in GNP and maintaining adequate force levels, the pointlessness of 

the spending 20% on equipment goal, and the need for the U.S. to stop bullying its allies by 

exaggerating its own efforts. 

Spending more should not be the priority. Spending wisely should be. Accordingly, the report 

highlights the need for a new NATO Force planning exercise that examines how NATO country 

spending compares to that of Russia, and that asks why NATO spends so much more than Russia. 

NATO force planning should operate on the basis of a clear analysis of the priorities set by a net 

assessment of the balance. It should carefully consider Russia’s capabilities for hybrid, 

conventional, and nuclear warfare; and current nation-by-nation member country forces and 

capabilities.  

An effective NATO force planning effort should set clear priorities for improving the mission 

capabilities of each individual member country – balancing force strength, readiness, and 

modernization – and setting force goals for a period covering at least five years in the future. 

NATO also needs to make such efforts transparent, and debate defense and force planning issues 

with the same openness that the Western democracies debate domestic issues. NATO must earn 

public confidence and support to get the resources and support it needs, and engage with outside 

criticism and debate.  

Finally, NATO military and civilian staffs will 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. Above all, 

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. 
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Setting the Wrong Goals, Claiming Pointless Progress, and Ignoring real 

Increases in Defense Spending  

Far too much of NATO’s public profile is now focused on fighting over burdensharing goals that 

are not only meaningless, but actively counterproductive. These goals ignore military needs and 

effectiveness, and merely call for spending 2% of GDP on total defense spending levels, and at 

least 20% of annual defense expenditure on major new equipment.  

The Secretary General’s report for 2018 summarizes these arbitrary goals as follows:  

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. (p. 34)
 1

 

As a result of constant pressure from the current Administration in the U.S., NATO focuses on 

progress in meeting these 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 efforts 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.  

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. 

These percentage goals may seem simple, and it may seem hard to argue that more spending does 

not have benefits even if one ignores any concern with what the added money buys. There are no 

serious aspects of life, however, where spending more is a substitute for spending wisely. 

Worse, there is considerable quantitative evidence that NATO’s current goals actually focus the 

Alliance on the wrong objectives, and do so in ways that encourage pointless burdening sharing 

debates over the wrong objectives. If nations actually try to meet them, they will often spend more 

in ways that further distort their existing lack of coherent spending on key missions and priorities. 

They will fund and continue the wrong programs and lack of interoperability, while the resulting 

debates over burdensharing will divide NATO in ways that serve no functional purpose. 

Put simply, the 2% and 20% goals have six critical defects: 

• They are irrelevant, given intelligence estimates of the actual level of NATO resources 

relative to the key Russian threat 
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• They have no relation to force planning and mission capability priorities and simply assume 

the problem is spending more, rather than wisely 

• They are not based on any assessment of key threats and net assessment of NATO and 

threat capabilities 

• They ignore the radically different economies, force postures, investment needs, and 

overall spending priorities of given countries. 

• Meeting or exceeding the goals does not do anything to ensure that a country has the right 

forces and is pursuing the right path for force development, or will halt major force cuts, 

will halt spending on the wrong things, or make a given country’s forces “better” than the 

forces of the states that fail to meet them. 

• They are deeply divisive, and they substitute American strategic bullying for meaningful 

force planning ad strategy. 

Ignoring the Threat, Russia, and NATO’s Comparative Levels of Spending 

The NATO percentage goals ignore a key underlying reality in current estimates of the relative 

military spending by NATO and Russia: NATO’s major potential threat. Setting such goals 

assumes that NATO’s weaknesses are dominated by its lack of spending and not by its lack of 

cohesive, coordinated effort to use its resources effectively.  

In actual practice, NATO – and NATO Europe alone - are already spending far more on military 

forces than Russia, and NATO’s problems are shaped far more by the wasteful difference and lack 

of coordination in what member states buy than by a lack of funding.  

Figures One and Two draw upon the NATO European member country defense spending data, 

which indicate that NATO Europe spent a total of $276.0 billion in 2018.2 They also draw on 

reporting by the U.S. department of Defense for total FY2018 defense Budget Outlays, which 

gives a figure of $730.1 billion. NATO only reports $694.3 billon – 95% of the DoD figure, but 

NATO’s estimate seems too low and appears to ignore U.S. spending on nuclear weapons.3  

Finally, they draw on the 2019 edition of the IISS Military Balance for Russian expenditures. It 

estimates a total of $63.1 billion. This is a total that U.S. experts agree is roughly the same as U.S. 

intelligence estimates. This total is notably higher than the $43.8 billion figures that the U.S. 

Department of Defense uses to provide an inflation adjusted estimate of the official Russian budget 

in FY2018 dollars.4  

The data in Figures One and Two show that: 

• NATO spent well over 15 times as much on defense in 2018 as Russia did on military forces. 

NATO as a whole spent $970.3 billion on defense in 2018. Russia and Belarus spent $64.1 

billion (Russia alone spent $63.1 billion) 

• NATO Europe alone spent well over 4 times as much on defense in 2018 as Russia did on 

military forces. NATO Europe spent $276.0 billion on defense in 2018. Russia and Belarus 

spent $64.1 billion (Russia alone spent $63.1 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). 
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• NATO Europe accounted for 17.9% of total global military spending. Russia accounted for 

3.7%. 

• All of the World’s top 15 spenders in terms of military spending as a percentage of GDP 

are medium to token military powers. The percent of GDP is not a meaningful measure of 

military capability. 

These spending levels are not fully comparable. National prices never are, and currency 

conversions and deflators always have some element of uncertainty. There are major differences 

in the military costs for personnel, readiness, and equipment between given NATO countries, and 

far more differences between the relatively honest defense budget figures release by NATO 

countries and the politically adjusted official budget data released by Russia. 

This makes it hard to convert national military spending data into truly comparable dollar values. 

U.S. analysts and intelligence experts were never able to agree on how to convert Soviet costs into 

comparable costs during the Cold War, and learned after the collapse of the Soviet Union that all 

of their range of estimates had been too low.  

However, even if Russia’s real costs were three times its publicly stated military budget, however, 

NATO spending would still be far higher. Accordingly, this lack of attention to the difference in 

spending between NATO and its only major threat, and to where the money actually goes within 

NATO, is a critical failure within the NATO alliance.  

It is partly the result of the fact that NATO Defense Ministers often show far too little real concern 

for effective force planning at either the national or the NATO level. 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 differences between NATO and Russia in their relative use of resources and to find ways 

to use its vast superiority in resources more effectively. 

This failure also, however, has some of its roots in political cowardice. Setting such goals is the 

result of a political effort by defense ministers to find the simplest possible approach, and to avoid 

embarrassing any country by addressing its actual weaknesses and shortfalls — even when 

ministers realize the end result is a stupid and incompetent one.  

It is also the result of a lack of clear effort to tie NATO force planning to a public net assessment 

of the extent to which Russia is a threat, that publicly describes member country’s relative 

capability by key capability and mission, and that displays enough political courage to publicly 

assess how well each member is doing in reinforcing NATO’s deterrent and defense capabilities.  
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Figure One: NATO Europe Alone Already Sharply Outspends Russia    
(Military Spending in $US Billions in Current Dollars in CY2018e) 
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Figure Two: IISS Ranking of NATO Europe in Global Military Budgets: 2018 

 

Source: IISS, Military Balance, 2019, p. 21.  

 

Setting Goals that Don't Motivate the Right Actions, Don’t Address Key 

National Differences, and Ignore NATO’s Real-World Needs 

The problems with NATO’s 2% and 20% goals do, however, go much further. They simply do not 

make practical political, military, or mathematical sense. They do not define spending levels that 

will correct the problems in existing force structures or provide any clear level of deterrence. 

Spending more only seems to be better if one ignores the end result.  

Figure Three helps to introduce the additional problems that result from the real-world 

interactions between such percentage goals and actual military capability. Figure Three shows 

the current level of success or failure by NATO country in meeting the 2% of GDP goal, and 

highlights the countries closest to Russia and Belarus.  

It is clear that some of the most vulnerable and exposed “forward” states – as well as key major 

powers in the areas behind them — are underspending on defense by any standard. However, it is 

critical to realize that most such countries have fallen below the goal for years. Later figures in 

this study show that most NATO countries have made massive cuts in the land and air forces that 

are the most critical aspects of deterrence even when they have spent over 2% of GDP, and met 

the 20% or more of defense expenditure in major new capabilities goal.  

More generally, setting the same spending goals for every NATO country is mathematically 

ridiculous. If one examines current nation-by-nation force structures, and the national history of 
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force cuts over time, reaching the 2% level will never seriously outpace the readiness and 

modernization problems of at least half the states in NATO. Unless they change their forces plans 

and spending priorities to meet the real military needs of the Alliance, fully meeting both NATO 

percentage goals will never avoid the need to keep cutting forces, maintain hollow forces, and/ 

keep deploying the wrong ones. 

In many cases, funding existing plans and force structure will also focus national efforts even more 

on spending on the wrong forces, missions, and areas of military capability. In such cases, the 

added spending will further distort problems in modernization, interoperability, and mission 

priorities and actually make things worse. 

Figure Three: 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) 

 

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

2019. 
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Using a Pointless Base Point to Assess the Rise in NATO Country Defense 

Spending 

Setting percentage of GDP spending goals not only assumes that all necessary military forces in 

every NATO country can be funded with 2% of the GDP, it assumes that all national economies 

are equally poor and wealthy, and tacitly implies that spending more than 2% is wasteful. It also 

ignores how much given countries have actually been spending. No one can actually compare what 

the percentages of GDP can actually buy, or guess what they mean. 

They effectively hide what the trends in national spending have been since the end of the Cold 

War led to a “peace dividend.” They do not show how much given countries have actually 

increased or cut their spending since Russia attacked Georgia, seized the Crimea, and sent its “little 

green men” into the Ukraine. Even if one does ignore what the spending actually buys by way of 

security, resources should be measured and compared in constant dollars, not in percentages of 

GDP, and the trends in burden should be measured accordingly.  

NATO does generate such figures, and they are shown in Figure Four for all of NATO Europe, 

and then for each individual country in the Alliance. The graph at the top of Figure Four may 

surprise many critics of Europe. It shows that NATO Europe is now spending nearly as much in 

constant dollars as it did in the last years before the Cold War ended. It may not be spending with 

any particular coherence and wisdom, but the addition of former Warsaw Pact states and economic 

growth has kept defense spending relatively high. 

The second half of Figure Five is more revealing. It shows just how radically different national 

spending efforts have been over time. Interestingly enough, it scarcely indicates that NATO 

Europe collectively took more of a peace dividend than the U.S. According to NATO, European 

states spent $239.9 billion in 2012 in constant 2018 U.S. dollars, and will spend $277.9 billion in 

2019 – a rise of 16%. The U.S. spent $741.1 billion in constant dollars by NATO definition in 

2012, and will spend $685.1 billion in 2019 – a cut of 8%.  

One can sometimes question NATO’s way of estimating defense spending, but this is how NATO 

generates the figures used in estimating percentage burden sharing. Seen from the perspective of 

actual financial resources, these data also show that NATO Europe did roughly three times better 

in actually increasing its percentages of total defense spending between 2012 and 2018 than the 

U.S. The data also show that virtually every European country listed in Figure Five – except 

Belgium, Greece, Italy, Portugal, Slovenia, and Spain – has made significant increases in defense 

spending since Russia seized the Crimea and launched a hybrid war in the Ukraine.  

This point is emphasized in Figure Five, the result of a recent analysis by the International Institute 

for Strategic Studies (IISS), which shows the positive trends in European spending during 2017-

2018. It emphasizes the extent to which the narrow U.S. emphasis on percent of GDP goes from a 

valid focus on burden-sharing to the point of statistical bullying. 
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Figure Four: NATO Europe & Canada are Already Spending at Cold War 

Levels 

 (Total defense expenditures in billions of dollars, based on 2015 prices and exchange rates) 
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Figure Five: 

Other Studies Show Europe Made Steady Increases in Spending During the Last 

Year—Many of Which Do Not Get Recognition Because They Do Not Increase 

the Defense Share of GDP  

 

 

 

Source: IISS, Military Balance, 2019, by country and p. 73. 
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Looking at Actual National Defense Spending versus National Force Trends, 

and the Lack of Any Correlation Between the Percentage Trends in Spending 

and Actual Force Levels 

No one who actually examines what individual NATO states are actually doing to improve or cut 

their forces and military capabilities can fail to realize that focusing on the overall trend in NATO 

spending says nothing about whether key countries are making a meaningful effort in defense. The 

moment one turns from simple spending trends to military capability, the lack of any coherent 

level of effort in NATO is brutally obvious.  

This becomes clear the moment one examines the trends in total forces, major combat equipment, 

and modernization rates. Cuts in readiness are less obvious, particularly because many nations 

have cut forces far more than they have cut the readiness of the remainder, and have modernized 

at the cost of major reductions in total weapons numbers and their operational readiness, 

availability, and/or sustainability. In some cases, countries have adopted the Qaddafi model of 

military development; they have become the equivalent of an armored parking lot.  

The trends in qualitative areas are complex and difficult to summarize, but there are still trends in 

such national efforts that are striking enough to illustrate the tangible military realities that have 

emerged from NATO’s lack of coherent force planning and unity. Important as sea power and 

extended deterrence are, it is conventional land and air power in the areas nearest Russia that 

provide the most immediate measure of the trends in forces that do most to deter and defend. 

These trends are analyzed in considerable detail on a country-by-country basis in Appendix A in 

ways that highlight the downward trends in actual national military spending and in individual 

national forces between the end of the Cold War in 1990 and 2018. They also highlight the impact 

of these trends on each major sub-region in NATO – the Central Region, Northern Flank or Region, 

and Southern Flank or Region.  

The bar graphs in Figure Six, Figure Seven, and Figure Eight highlight four key trends in these 

data by each sub-region. They focus on the cuts in total military spending, personnel, main battle 

tanks, and combat aircraft between 1990 and 2018. Each figure has two separate parts that show 

both the change in percentage terms and the change in absolute numbers. They provide a clear 

summary picture of the correlation between spending cuts and rise and those in the three key 

measures of actual force strength. Figure Seven has an additional part—one that highlights the 

same trends in total U.S. versus total Russian forces since the end of the Cold War. 

It should be stressed that such trends are broad comparisons based on a few rough indicators of 

military capability. They have been chosen largely to provide as simple a picture as possible of the 

limits of focusing on spending alone, particularly in such abstract and pointless a form as the 2% 

and 20% goals.  

Force quality does matter at least as much as quantity. The number of total active uniformed 

personnel and major weapons platforms has become less important as advances have taken place 

in every aspect of battle management, command and control, intelligence and targeting, artificial 

intelligence, and precision strike capability. New forms of missiles and nuclear delivery capability, 

hybrid warfare, cyberwarfare, and space warfare are also reshaping NATO’s military needs and 

capabilities. 
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Nevertheless, even the brief summary of the few major indicators of military strength shown in 

Figure Six, Figure Seven, and Figure Eight does show that that a country-by-country review of 

what given nations are spending versus the trends in their current forces and military capabilities 

shows that a focus even on military spending is a poor indicator of both past trends and future 

needs.  

These following figures, like the detailed force data in in Annex A that they are based upon, 

are provided to validate the results for the central Region for the rest of NATO and to help 

illustrate what has happened in particular countries, and show the need for more effective force 

planning over periods long enough to affect the overall forces of the state involved.  

• The percentage data in Part One of Figure Six show that there is no meaningful 

correlation over time between defense spending and force levels. If actual spending does 

not correlate to actual force capabilities, then abstract goals like 2% and 20% become 

mathematically irrelevant. 

• The actual force level data in Part Two of Figure Six validate these conclusions for all of 

the key European powers in the new Central Region.  

• The same is true for the data on the U.S. in Part Three of Figure Six, but it is interesting 

that these data show– as do the percentage data in Part One — that it is the U.S. and 

Russia – not NATO Europe – which have led in post-Cold War force cuts. Here, the 

break-up of the Soviet Union has had a major impact in reducing the threat from the 

remaining forces in Russia. 

• The data for the Northern Region in Part One and Two of Figure Seven – which do not 

include the Baltic states shown in the Central region — but does include two key non-

NATO states – Finland and Sweden — replicates the data in Figure Six. There is no 

meaningful correlation between the changes in military spending and the changes in force 

levels. 

• The data for the Southern Region — in Part One and Two of Figure Eight — show the 

same lack of any meaningful correlation between the changes in military spending and 

the changes in force levels – except for Bulgaria, where the correlation is the result of 

sheer coincidence. 

It is equally clear from a review of country white papers and defense budgets since NATO formally 

established its percentage goals at the 2014 Summit in Wales — as well as of the kind of military 

data provided by open sources like the IISS and IHS Janes — that the level of correlation does not 

improve between 2014 and 2019.  

Experts will differ over how well any given country did use its resources to make the best 

quantitative and qualitative choices in spending its defense budget. At the same time, it does not 

take much research to see that the country-by-country trends in open source data on NATO country 

forces between 2014 and 2019 show that most countries with weak forces in 2014 will 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.  

It is also obvious that the level of deterrence and defense in each sub-region is partly dependent 

on such “weakest links.” Strong, effective defense efforts by some countries can be offset by 
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critical weaknesses in the forces of neighboring states that leave them open to intimidation and 

actual attacks that bypass the more capable neighbor.  

Carrying out a fully meaningful NATO country-by-country review of the quantitative and 

qualitative actual force plans and military developments would require detailed study at the 

classified level, and involve outside and objective military judgements that should come from 

NATO staffs and commanders. It is still clear, however, that 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 its 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 precisely 2% of GDP or 

20% of annual defense expenditure in any given country in any given year is negligible. 
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Figure Six – Part One 

Percentage Change in Spending, Personnel, and Major Weapons 1990-2018 

(Central Region) 

(Military Spending in $US Millions in 2018 Constant Dollars) 

 

 

 

Adapted by Maximillian Molot from the IISS Military Balance, 1990-1991 and 2019, and SIPRI Military Expenditure 

Database with spending data adjusted to constant $2018 U.S. millions. Sources: SIPRI, Military Expenditure 

Database, 2019, https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex; and IISS, Military Balance, 1990-1991 and 2019. 
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Figure Six – Part Two 

Numerical Change in Spending, Personnel, and Major Weapons 1990-2018 

(Europe - Central Region)  

(Military Spending in $US Millions in 2018 Constant Dollars)  

 

 

 

Adapted by Maximillian Molot from the IISS Military Balance, 1990-1991 and 2019, and SIPRI Military Expenditure 

Database with spending data adjusted to constant $2018 U.S. millions. Sources: SIPRI, Military Expenditure 

Database, 2019, https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex; and IISS, Military Balance, 1990-1991 and 2019. 
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Figure Six – Part Three 

Numerical Change in Spending, Personnel, and Major Weapons 1990-2018 

(Total Russia vs. FSU and U.S.)  

(Military Spending in $US Millions in 2018 Constant Dollars)  

 

 

 

 

 

Adapted by Maximillian Molot from the IISS Military Balance, 1990-1991 and 2019, and SIPRI Military Expenditure 

Database with spending data adjusted to constant $2018 U.S. millions. Sources: SIPRI, Military Expenditure 

Database, 2019, https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex; and IISS, Military Balance, 1990-1991 and 2019. 
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Figure Seven – Part One 

Percentage Change in Spending, Personnel, and Major Weapons 1990-2018 

(Northern Region) 

(Military Spending in $US Millions in 2018 Constant Dollars) 

 

 

 

Adapted by Maximillian Molot from the IISS Military Balance, 1990-1991 and 2019, and SIPRI Military Expenditure 

Database with spending data adjusted to constant $2018 U.S. millions. Sources: SIPRI, Military Expenditure 

Database, 2019, https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex; and IISS, Military Balance, 1990-1991 and 2019. 
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Figure Seven – Part Two 

Numerical Change in Spending, Personnel, and Major Weapons 1990-2018 

(Northern Region)  

(Military Spending in $US Millions in 2018 Constant Dollars)  

 

 

 

Adapted by Maximillian Molot from the IISS Military Balance, 1990-1991 and 2019, and SIPRI Military Expenditure 

Database with spending data adjusted to constant $2018 U.S. millions. Sources: SIPRI, Military Expenditure 

Database, 2019, https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex; and IISS, Military Balance, 1990-1991 and 2019. 
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Figure Eight – Part One 

Percentage Change in Spending, Personnel, and Major Weapons 1990-2018 

(Southern Region) 

(Military Spending in $US Millions in 2018 Constant Dollars) 

 

 

 

Adapted by Maximillian Molot from the IISS Military Balance, 1990-1991 and 2019, and SIPRI Military Expenditure 

Database with spending data adjusted to constant $2018 U.S. millions. Sources: SIPRI, Military Expenditure 

Database, 2019, https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex; and IISS, Military Balance, 1990-1991 and 2019. 
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Figure Eight – Part Two 

Numerical Change in Spending, Personnel, and Major Weapons 1990-2018 

(Europe - Southern Region)  

(Military Spending in $US Millions in 2018 Constant Dollars)  

 

 

 

Adapted by Maximillian Molot from the IISS Military Balance, 1990-1991 and 2019, and SIPRI Military Expenditure 

Database with spending data adjusted to constant $2018 U.S. millions. Sources: SIPRI, Military Expenditure 

Database, 2019, https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex; and IISS, Military Balance, 1990-1991 and 2019. 
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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 

It is equally obvious from reviewing the trends in investment that national equipment spending 

can be focused on the wrong expenditures in terms of NATO’s overall priorities, and that some 

countries are supporting national economies and industry in ways that produce limited 

interoperability and positive impact on NATO’s overall mission priorities.  

Even a cursory examination of the first part of Figure Nine shows how silly the 20% of Annual 

Defense Expenditure on Major New Equipment goal really 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 20% 

goal says nothing about getting the right pace of modernization and making the right trade-offs 

between force strength, modernization, and readiness.  

Anyone familiar with real world defense politics also realizes that such open-ended goals are 

almost an invitation to subsidize national defense industries instead of focus on real military needs, 

interoperability, and developing and buying the best equipment and the equipment that is really 

needed. 

The second part of Figure Nine reinforces the evidence that there is no clear correlation between 

a high equipment percentage and an adequate level of national defense spending. Separating the 

two goals without serious net assessment, force planning, and NATO military review of national 

R&D and equipment plans makes about as much sense as cutting the head off a chicken and then 

trying to make it run in two different directions. 

Still another way to look at the inherent absurdity of NATO’s current spending goals is to examine 

the level of real-world force development in countries that do meet both the NATO GDP and 

equipment goals. Here, the IISS again provides useful recent insights. Figure Eleven shows that 

the United Kingdom – which did exceed both the 2% of GDP spending level and 20% on 

equipment goal – 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, and 20% on equipment goal, can be nonsense even when countries meet them.  
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Figure Nine: The 20% of Defense Spending on Equipment May Be Even Sillier  

 

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

2019, pp. 2-3. 
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Figure Ten: 

 “High” % of GNP and Equipment Spending Countries Can Have Shrinking 

Forces: The UK is at 2.2% of GDP, and 23.9% of Equipment, but Its 2018 Force 

and Major Equipment Strength is Far Lower than in 1989 

 

Source: IISS, Military Balance, 2019, p. 83. 

 

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

Finally, other data show that it is time that NATO Europe did a little counter-bullying in dealing 

with the United States. Figure Eleven shows that the United States has grossly exaggerated its 

role in NATO when it claims credit for its total defense spending, rather than the cost of the forces 

actually deployed or dedicated to NATO. This is the source of the 70% figure reported by the 

Secretary General. 

Back at the time of the Cold War, Senator Nunn and Senator Warner pushed the Department of 

Defense into actually estimating how much of U.S. defense spending actually could be attributed 

to NATO. There does not seem to be any clear record of how the resulting estimates were derived, 

but several people who served in the Senate Armed Services Committee indicate that even during 

the Cold War, the estimates ranged somewhere between 27% and 33%. 
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The U.S. has since cut its forward deployments back to a small fraction of their Cold war level. It 

does have major power projection forces that should be credited in part for their potential role in 

NATO. However, the U.S. 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, and it’s clear that the U.S. is often staging its out of area 

operations through NATO allies, and that some are making an important contribution to Resolute 

Support in Afghanistan, and their own out of area operations against extremists and terrorists. 
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Figure Eleven 

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 

 

 

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. 

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/08/22/u-s-active-duty-military-presence-overseas-is-at-its-smallest-in-decades
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/08/22/u-s-active-duty-military-presence-overseas-is-at-its-smallest-in-decades
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Selecting the Right Investment, Force Strength and Readiness Needs 

Pointless goals and U.S. bullying will not build a better NATO Alliance, deter Russia, or enhance 

Transatlantic security. NATO force planning – and member country programming, planning, and 

budgeting – should focus on meeting properly balanced, Alliance-wide investment, force strength, 

and readiness needs. The proper tools for planning were established in the NATO Force Planning 

Exercise in the early to mid-1960s, and refined in the staff work for MBFR and CFE. They are still 

used in part by the NATO military and International Staff, and they are very different from any 

concern with 2% and 20%. 

NATO should begin by setting its priorities and force goals on the basis of a full net assessment 

of the balance. It should consider the full range of Russia’s capabilities for hybrid, conventional, 

and nuclear warfare. These net assessments should be used to set clear near and mid-term priorities 

for deterring and defending against Russia, although such assessments should also be used to 

define the contingency capabilities NATO needs to deal with the threat of extremism and terrorism 

and out of area missions. In the case of Russia, NATO should focus on deterrence, but recognize 

that the level of deterrence is often determined by actual warfighting and contingency capability. 

NATO force planning — and the assessment of national planning, programming, and budget 

activity — should also focus on the differences in the force structures and capabilities of member 

states, and on finding ways to forge them into a truly effective alliance. It should focus on nation-

by-nation efforts to improving key mission capabilities – balancing force strength, readiness, and 

modernization. It should also look beyond the current annual budget cycle and set rolling force 

goals at least five years in the future.  

It is always tempting to suggest what the key priorities should be, but only NATO and member 

state military planners can properly determine which Alliance-wide and sub-regional mission 

priorities are most important in shaping the force planning for any given country. National force 

structures, resources, and capabilities are so diverse that no country will have the same needs as 

any other.  

However, the list of potential priorities shown below at least provides illustrative examples of how 

total spending might be judged by mission and military capability, and analyzed on a NATO-wide 

and sub-regional basis.  

• 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 
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The goals behind investment in modernization and equipment should be determined in the same 

way. Once again, spending more should not be the priority. Spending wisely should be.  

Nations need to invest in ways that focus on the right NATO missions and priorities. They need to 

invest in ways that ensure interoperability, achieve synergy between member countries wherever 

possible, and exploit the relative weaknesses of the potential threat. NATO will have to give 

suitable priority to its most urgent near-term needs, but it should also fully recognize the need to 

look at least five years in the future and ensure that spending develops the right mission capabilities 

over time. It is these mission capabilities that will matter, not spending 2% or 20%. 

NATO also needs to make such efforts are transparent, and debate defense and force planning 

issues with the same openness that the Western democracies debate domestic issues. NATO must 

communicate to earn public confidence and get the resources and support it needs, and engage 

outside criticism and debate. NATO and national staffs must also accept the fact that major NATO 

plans and activities cannot be kept secret. Major defense plans and activities have too much 

visibility, and over-classification is likely to do more to confuse NATO efforts than a potential 

threat. 

Finally, 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. Above all, 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 NATO politics and ministerial meetings to get other 

nations to do more so that they can do less. 

 

Other Burke Chair analyses of these issues include: 
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https://www.csis.org/analysis/nato-going-2-non-solution-meaningful-planning  

• Shaping U.S. Strategy to Meet America's Real-World Needs, June 4, 2019, 

https://www.csis.org/analysis/shaping-us-strategy-meet-americas-real-world-needs  

• The FY2020 Defense Budget Request and the Need for a Real "Strategy Driven" Budget, 

April 1, 2019, https://www.csis.org/analysis/fy2020-defense-budget-request-and-need-

real-strategy-driven-budget  

• The U.S., NATO, and the Defense of Europe: Shaping the Right Ministerial Force Goals, 

June 27, 2018, https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-

public/publication/180627_US_NATO.Report.pdf?9jrlB.LEVnm9MvWGjS6Nyc3EKf3y
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https://www.csis.org/analysis/nato-going-2-non-solution-meaningful-planning
https://www.csis.org/analysis/shaping-us-strategy-meet-americas-real-world-needs
https://www.csis.org/analysis/fy2020-defense-budget-request-and-need-real-strategy-driven-budget
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https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/180627_US_NATO.Report.pdf?9jrlB.LEVnm9MvWGjS6Nyc3EKf3yD.E6
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/180627_US_NATO.Report.pdf?9jrlB.LEVnm9MvWGjS6Nyc3EKf3yD.E6
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/180627_US_NATO.Report.pdf?9jrlB.LEVnm9MvWGjS6Nyc3EKf3yD.E6
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Appendix A: Trends in Selected NATO Country Land and Force Strength by 

Country: 1990 versus 2018 

 

 

Figure A-1: Russia, Belarus, US and Central Region States – I 

Figure A-1: Russia, Belarus, US and Central Region States – II 

Figure A-2: Map of NATO’s New Central Region 

Figure A-3: NATO Northern Region and Other States 1990-2018 

Figure A-4: Map of NATO’s New Northern Region 

Figure A-5: NATO Southern Region States 1990-2018 

Figure A-6: Map of NATO’s New Southern Region 
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Figure A-1: Russia, Belarus, US and Central Region States – I 
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Figure A-1: Russia, Belarus, US and Central Region States – II 
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Figure A-2: Map of NATO’s New Central Region 
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Figure A-3: NATO and Other Northern Region States: 1990-2018 

Figure A-4: Map of NATO’s New Northern Region 
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Figure A-5: NATO’s Southern Region States: 1990 vs. 2018 
 

 



Cordesman: Burdensharing and the 2% of GDP Solution.    7/31/19 

 

38 

Figure A-6: Map of NATO’s New Southern Region 
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