
European defence planners, whether they wear a national, NATO or 
European Union hat, may have breathed a sigh of relief after the June 
2025 NATO summit. US President Donald Trump appeared mollified by 
European commitments to raise defence spending to 3.5% of GDP, and to 
commit 1.5% of GDP to improve militarily useful infrastructure such as 
roads, railroads, airports and communications. With the spending faucet 
opened, national defence ministries could simply get their marching orders 
from the NATO Defence Planning Process bureaucracy, spread their spend-
ing across its laundry list of shortfalls and urgent initiatives, and hope that 
they make it through Trump’s presidency without another conflagration. 
Such a business-as-usual approach would be a mistake, because it would 
implicitly be premised on significant US participation in any future war. 
The question, instead, is what European defence planners need to do first 
to provide themselves with an autonomous capability to deter and defend.

Uncertainty about the US commitment and the magnitude and timing of 
a prospective direct Russian threat should be the watchword of European 
security. Europe should be buying as much insurance in the near term as it 
can get, which requires temporal prioritisation. While doing what one can 
to preserve the US security blanket may be attractive to many European 
statespersons, doing what one must, just in case the blanket is pulled, is 
essential. The American president is capricious; his political movement is 
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fluid; the China threat beckons; US financial resources are strained; and no 
one can predict how and when the Russia–Ukraine war will end. Worst-
case assumptions can as easily paralyse as mobilise, but European defence 
planners should at least start with bad-case assumptions: a US that is less 
reliable, and a Russia that recovers from its Ukraine exertions earlier and 
more robustly than its poor wartime performance and slowing economy 
might suggest.

Here I will consider the conventional capabilities essential to deterrence 
and defence – mainly, ground forces, air forces and supporting intelligence, 
as well as the assets that would permit reinforcement and sustained opera-
tions.1 ‘Good enough’ – not as ‘good as the Americans on their best day’ – is 
the standard for the near term. I am agnostic about which European secu-
rity institution – NATO or the EU – would ultimately command European 
forces in the event of a challenge. There is no reason in principle why NATO, 
even if benignly neglected by the United States, should not be the command 
structure through which Europe employs military force to deter or defend. 
NATO experience and organisational capacity argue for giving it pride of 
place in the near term, so long as Europeans focus on capabilities that would 
allow the Alliance to wage war without much US help. I do not discuss how 
Europeans can address their nuclear-deterrence problem. Russia has a vast 
nuclear arsenal, so senior European officials must think through whether 
and how they can wield the French and British independent nuclear capa-
bilities to deter Russian nuclear threats. If they have no theory about how 
to do so, then my discussion is moot. As Lawrence Freedman explains, 
however, with 500 French and British nuclear weapons, Europe need not 
consider itself helpless and Russia ought not be confident.2

The resurgence of Russian power is the motivating problem for European 
security. One cannot predict Russia’s future intentions. Even Russia’s future 
conventional capability is hard to project. Will it preserve and endeavour to 
equip fully the large but disparate force it has mobilised to fight in Ukraine, 
or will it return to its pre-war force structure, which would probably be 
a challenge to rebuild and sustain? Will it reprise its truculent pre-2022 
behaviour along all its borders with NATO, or will it assume new risks and 
costs to roll back NATO’s presence? Russia has proven cautious during its 
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invasion of Ukraine and has scrupulously avoided direct military attacks on 
NATO states. This caution may not last. Should the worst case occur, and 
Ukrainian resistance collapse, Russia’s security border with the Alliance 
would lengthen, posing additional daily problems for NATO forces. Russia, 
then, is the potential challenge, but strategists need to avoid premature 
closure on the if, where, when and how.

The tone of this discussion is ominous because its standpoint is deterrence 
and defence. Defence planning for Europe is about how to avoid the vast 
tragedy of general war. Thus, European statespersons should accompany 
their military preparations with a careful consideration of how diplomacy 
might also help manage the emergent competition with Russia and keep it 
within bounds. 

A mass of manoeuvre
To deter future Russian moves, and defend against them if they occur, 
European planners should be guided by an old concept, the ‘mass of 
manoeuvre’: traditionally, a force ‘held in reserve … for striking a blow on 
an exposed flank, or wherever the enemy reveals a weak spot’.3 This oper-
ational concept can be elevated to serve a strategic purpose. Europe needs 
a force that it can dispatch quickly to a place where it can have maximum 
effect on Russian decision-making. It must be large enough to give the 
Russians pause, not only regarding any particular aggressive move, but 
also about the opportunities such a move might open to NATO. Britain 
and France committed to this type of programme in the recent Lancaster 
House 2.0 agreement.4

Maintaining such a reserve is essential. When British and French for-
tunes began to wane in May 1940, Winston Churchill asked General Maurice 
Gamelin, the French commander, ‘where is your mass of manoeuvre?’ 
Gamelin replied that there was none. That response was not quite honest. 
That mass of manoeuvre had originally been planned, but it had already 
been committed to a wild goose chase in the Netherlands. This left the entire 
defence brittle in the centre and vulnerable to catastrophic failure, which 
indeed occurred when the Germans snuck through the Ardennes Forest and 
fought their way across the Meuse.5
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Concentration in Poland
Because of its size, location and transportation connections to the west, 
Poland is central to both defence and deterrence. It is the place to assem-
ble such a mass of manoeuvre, which would require both a ground and 
an air component. Though other NATO members are more immediately 
vulnerable to a Russian threat, Poland is the ‘can’t lose’ linchpin of Europe’s 
eastern defences because it blocks Russia’s way west and condemns Russia 
to the risk of an attrition war with a mobilised Europe that has three times 
its population and many times its wealth.6

Poland is also the potential springboard for repelling Russian challenges 
in the Baltic states, Belarus and Ukraine. European security experts worry 
that Russia could turn its attention to any of the Baltic states. The Nordic 
members of NATO are concerned that Russia may become neuralgic about 
threats to the Kola Peninsula, where it bases many of its ballistic-missile sub-
marines. European political leaders want to exert influence over the future 
of Ukraine, and have even gone so far as to consider basing some European 
units in that country as a deterrent. Finally, there is some apprehension, 
though not often expressed, that Belarus would make itself an accessory to 
Russian aggression against the Baltics or even Poland.

Because ground forces are scarce, European planners must make hard 
choices about how to allocate them to these contingencies. Scattering 
manoeuvre brigades across Eastern Europe to make political statements 
would court disaster. By virtue of political geography, Russia could choose 
to concentrate its forces on one of several possible axes. In the event of 
attack, scattered NATO forces could be defeated in detail, or worse. Instead, 
Europeans, whether under a NATO or an EU banner, need to concentrate 
ground and air forces where they can guard against the worst case, and 
affect the Russian calculus in any of the key contingencies.

There has been a lively debate about how much force Europeans would 
need, and what capabilities would be necessary.7 The ‘NATO Readiness 
Initiative’, a proposal led by James Mattis when he was secretary of defense 
during Trump’s first administration, posed a reasonable initial goal. It called 
for NATO to develop the ability to deploy to Eastern Europe 30 battalions 
(ten brigades), 30 squadrons, and 30 ships in 30 days. NATO must have 
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based this force objective on an assessment of what planners thought was 
then needed to deter and defend. Clearly, NATO planners now have more 
ambitious ultimate force objectives, but this one is reasonable as an initial 
European effort.8 It was considered adequate against a Russian force that 
was smaller than what the Russians field today, but also possessed signifi-
cantly more equipment than the Russian military possesses now.

It is difficult to estimate the plausible near-term strength of Russian 
ground forces, including army, airborne and naval infantry units. My 
assumption is that should the Russia–Ukraine war end, Russia would first 
endeavour to equip and fully ‘people’ the 20 divisions plus their support 
units, and perhaps the 40 independent tank and motor-rifle brigades (exclud-
ing miscellaneous wartime mobilised units) that are now attributed to the 
Russian army in The Military Balance 2025.9 Most of these divisions were 
built after Russia’s annexation of Crimea and infiltration of the Donbas in 
2014, and for good reason: the division has for over a century been the most 
effective way to organise flexible and sustainable combat power for high-
intensity war. Because this was done under time pressure, these divisions 
were often constructed from pre-existing brigades and regiments. If they are 
ultimately structured similarly to late Cold War Soviet army divisions, they 
would require 10,000–12,000 soldiers in each division, and another 8,000–
11,000 troops in non-divisional support units, for a total ‘division slice’ of 
19,000–23,000 troops per division.10

For ease of calculation, I assume a 20,000-person division slice. The 
International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) has estimated that there 
are perhaps 40 more independent manoeuvre brigades in the Russian army 
today: these are probably lean units, with perhaps 3,000–4,000 people each at 
full strength.11 Thus, manoeuvre divisions, independent brigades and combat 
support and service units would require about 520,000 people in total, not 
far from the present estimated deployable combat strength of the Russian 
army.12 I do not include in this estimate Russian conscripts doing their obliga-
tory one-year term of military service because they are not particularly well 
trained, and not usually deployed to the war in Ukraine, due both to Russian 
law, which prohibits their use outside the country, and to the Russian gov-
ernment’s interest in avoiding public pushback on its policies. Furthermore, 
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some Russian-army soldiers would likely be needed to do the basic work of 
‘producing’ an armed force, to include establishing and operating training 
bases for technical services; running officer and non-commissioned-officer 
schools; administering and training the annual conscript intake; arranging for 
major maintenance of equipment; and fulfilling other rear-echelon functions. 
In Western militaries, it would not be unusual for a quarter of total personnel 
to be consumed by these activities.13

Russian divisions and their non-divisional support elements historically 
have been smaller than their NATO counterparts, and this pattern seems to 
persist. The division slice of the larger European powers probably averages 
close to 30,000 troops. Russian divisions also employ the regiment rather 
than the brigade as their principal tactical subunit, and typically field three 
or four regiments. Though often considered comparable to brigades, regi-
ments tend to be smaller and less capable. In my judgement, most Western 
brigades should on the average be considered at least 50% more capable 
than their Russian brigade or regiment counterparts.14 Though this is an 
artificial comparison from a tactical standpoint, the entire Russian army’s 
70–80 regiments and 40 independent brigades would be roughly compar
able in combat power to the 70-odd NATO brigades in the northern and 
centre regions (see Table 1).

In the event of a challenge to NATO, Russian ground forces would, in 
addition to performing their offensive tasks, have to deter an opportunis-
tic resumption of combat by Ukraine to recover its lost lands, keep watch 
on the long border with Finland and insure against possible trouble in the 
Caucasus. It is unlikely, regardless of Moscow’s current friendship with 
Beijing, that Russia would entirely denude its frontier with China. Against 
these multiple demands, widely reported Russian equipment losses in the 
Russia–Ukraine war will weaken Russian combat units in the near term. 
Although Russian airborne and naval infantry divisions would add to their 
total, Russian ground forces in an eastern contingency are unlikely to out-
weigh NATO ground forces in the aftermath of the Russia–Ukraine war. In 
a subsequent war, however, Russia would try to outnumber NATO forces at 
the point of attack, which is why Europe needs a large manoeuvre element 
to counter such a concentration. 



European Military Autonomy: What Comes First?   |  13   

At ten brigades, the NATO force would conform in size roughly to the 
‘Tier 1’ force that NATO established as its ten-day mobilisation objective 
in 2022.15 Europeans should proceed with dispatch to develop this capabil-
ity for themselves.16 The ten-brigade force would, in a crisis, reinforce the 
Polish army, which itself reportedly has 14 brigades, one in the initial stages 
of formation. Higher-level division and corps headquarters will be neces-
sary to command these forces, but there is no shortage of these in Europe.17 
A reinforced Poland would then become an exceptionally hard target, with 
forces comparable to those Ukraine mounted to thwart Russia’s offensive in 
early 2022. Between them, the three key military players in Western Europe – 

Table 1: NATO/European brigades – northern and centre regions

Country Armoured,
mechanised or 
‘light’ mechanised

Infantry TOTAL Estimated initially available for centre- and 
northern-region contingency

France 4.5 2 6.5 3

Germany 6.5 2 8.5 4

United Kingdom 3 3 6 3

Subtotal – major military powers 14 7 21 10

Czech Republic 2 – 2 2

Denmark 1 – 1 1

Poland 13 1 14 14

Subtotal – centre region 16 1 17 17

Belgium 1 – 1 –

Netherlands 2 1 3 2

Subtotal – other western allies 3 1 4 2

Canada 3 – 3 1

Finland 2 (+2 battlegroups) 9 12 12

Norway 1 1 2 2

Sweden 3 1 4 3

Subtotal – northern allies 10 11 21 18

Estonia 1 1 2 2

Latvia 1 4 5 5

Lithuania 1 1 2 2

Subtotal – Baltic states 3 6 9 9

Subtotal – centre and northern 
regions

46 26 72 57

Subtotal – other non-US NATO* 67 21 88 Unknown

Source: IISS, The Military Balance 2025.
* Includes Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, Hungary, Italy, North Macedonia, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, 
Spain and Turkiye.
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France, Germany and the United Kingdom – field some 21 combat brigades. 
They alone can handily complete, and if necessary even expand, the initial 
ground force. Not every brigade will always be fully ready for combat, but it 
is reasonable to expect that one-third to one-half of them should be initially 
deployable. While not all such brigades are tank-heavy armoured units, 
they are all robust by the standards of both sides in the Russia–Ukraine 
war, which for three years have fought fiercely to a rough stalemate.18 That 
said, reports of unreadiness for war in some NATO units, especially German 
ones, mean that initial spending must go to equipment maintenance, train-
ing and full staffing. Selective efforts to ‘heavy up’ infantry and airborne 
units would also make sense.19 Stocks of spare parts and ammunition must 
be augmented.

European states must also act quickly to complete infrastructure pro-
jects, ground-transport expansions and improvements, and port facilities 
to move their military forces in good time and support them in combat.20 
This would involve strengthening roads, rail bridges and highways to 
accommodate very heavy military equipment, the selective addition of 
railroad track and highway lanes to increase throughput capacity, the 
completion of the shift to the European rail gauge in the Baltic states and 
Finland, and some preparation of assembly areas in Poland to accommo-
date a rapid troop build-up. The EU has pursued such initiatives under 
the auspices of the EU Commission and the EU High Representative for 
Foreign Affairs and Security Policy.21 The rate of expenditure still seems 
modest, however, relative to the urgency of the moment.22 Because infra-
structure investments draw mainly on the construction and transportation 
industries, and not the presently overstretched defence industry, logisti-
cal improvements could plausibly be a rapid path to enhancing Western 
Europe’s ability to project power into Eastern and Northern Europe. If 
they have not done so already, member states should also enact legislation 
to facilitate the mobilisation of transportation and construction equipment 
from the civilian sector, which has abundant military-useful assets, espe-
cially heavy-duty, long-haul trucks.23

Non-US NATO countries have more than 100 fighter squadrons to draw 
on to reach the 30-squadron goal (see Table 2).24 France, Germany and the UK, 
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with a total of 34 squadrons, could manage that requirement by themselves, 
but probably would prefer to keep some squadrons in reserve for national 
air defence and maritime operations. Other NATO members would have to 
make good the deficit. The Alliance’s front-line states in Scandinavia and 
Eastern Europe have another 21 squadrons. Belgium, Italy, the Netherlands 

Table 2: Non-US NATO fighter squadrons

Country Squadrons (including naval air units) Estimated available for centre- and 
northern-region contingency

France 14* 7

Germany 11 11

United Kingdom 9 4

Subtotal – major military powers 34 22

Czech Republic 2 2

Denmark 2 2

Poland 7 7

Subtotal – centre region 11 11

Belgium 4 2

Netherlands 3 2

Subtotal – other western allies 7 4

Canada 4 1

Finland 2 2

Norway 2 2

Sweden 6 6

Subtotal – northern region 14 11

Bulgaria 1 –

Greece 11 –

Hungary 1 –

Italy 10 3

Portugal 2 –

Romania 2 + 1 light attack –

Slovakia 1 –

Spain 8 3

Turkiye 9 –

Subtotal – southern region 46 6

TOTAL 112 54

Sources: Data on squadrons is taken from IISS, The Military Balance 2025 and other open sources published since 
its release. Estimates of squadrons available for contingencies represent the author’s own calculations, assum-
ing that some countries will retain squadrons for national air defence or other contingencies, and that front-line 
countries will use everything they have.
* Includes Rafale squadrons committed to the nuclear mission.
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and Spain have 25 squadrons to draw on.25 Not all reinforcing aircraft need 
to fly from Polish bases. German fighters are probably better off flying 
from their own airfields, which can host many allied squadrons as well. 
Some forward-operating bases in Poland have already been constructed.26 
Alliance aircraft are often in Poland for training or surveillance missions.27 
Even so, more airfield improvements there may be necessary.28

Though national holdings of air-deliverable munitions are not publicly 
shared, it is likely that European forces urgently need better-stocked maga-
zines. Britain and France seem to have decided as a matter of priority to acquire 
more of their most capable long-range missile, the SCALP/Storm Shadow, and 
to improve their production lines.29 This sophisticated deep-attack munition 
is for high-value targets and could greatly assist efforts to suppress Russian 
air defences to limit their effectiveness against Alliance attack aircraft. But 
these must be augmented with less costly munitions optimised for attacks on 
ground forces. While there are good European air-launched munitions, such 
as the French Hammer, in relatively low-rate production, thousands of the 
widely used and relatively inexpensive US Joint Direct Attack Munitions are 
produced each year. European nations should try to buy 10,000 such muni-
tions as soon as possible, wherever they can get them.30

The threat to the Baltic states
The membership of the Baltic states poses a difficult defence problem for 
NATO. The Baltic states have small populations and concomitantly small 
armies. Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania have a long border with Russia and 
Belarus, roughly 750 kilometres of front, which is as much as NATO troops 
defended in Germany during the Cold War with 30 active divisions, or 90 
brigades. Even if NATO only tried to emulate what appears to be the average 
front-wide Ukrainian defensive-force density, it would need a brigade 
every 25 km, or nearly 30 brigades. There is not much distance from these 
borders to the sea. Populating the front with NATO brigades would leave 
the entire effort vulnerable to a single major penetration by Russian armour, 
however unlikely its tactical success may seem in light of recent experience 
in Ukraine.31 NATO forces would also be disadvantaged by the narrow land 
corridor – the ‘Suwalki Gap’ – that links Poland to the Baltics, running as 
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it does between the Russian forward-force concentration in Kaliningrad 
and Belarus. Russian artillery on either or both sides would complicate 
reinforcement and resupply until it were suppressed. Although the Baltic 
Sea may now be something close to a ‘NATO lake’, the Russian outpost in 
Kaliningrad makes it hard to cruise up the coast with reinforcements.32

A NATO mass of manoeuvre in Poland would complicate any Russian 
effort to threaten the Baltics. Though talking ‘offence’ is politically sensi-
tive, this force would implicitly threaten Kaliningrad or Belarus, or both, 
in the event of a Russian attack.33 To have any hope of assisting the Baltic 
states directly, they probably would have to do so in any case, if only to 
improve their land, sea and air lines of communication to the embattled 
Baltics. Russia would also have to worry that any large-scale Russian troop 
movements into northeastern Belarus could precipitate a NATO counter-
move into western Belarus, or even a counter-attack on any flank that they 
exposed. To ensure this effect, the NATO force would need sufficient logisti-
cal support to sustain offensive operations.34

Sweden’s airpower and the defence of the Baltic states
The Baltic states are difficult for NATO to defend directly with ground 
forces, but NATO air forces, based not only in Western and Eastern Europe, 
but also in Sweden, can strongly affect any Russian offensive. This is espe-
cially the case because rivers, streams, bogs and lakes are plentiful in the 
Baltic region. Destruction of bridges and highways by local forces and 
airstrikes from multiple axes can create choke points that would slow the 
advance of Russian ground forces and render them vulnerable to further air 
attack.35 It would be unusual for airstrikes alone to stop a well-supported 
ground offensive, but in combination with carefully planned and tailored 
ground operations, they could exact a high price on the Russians in terms of 
lost forces and lost time. A Russian planner would need to worry that gains 
in the Baltics would come at the cost of vulnerabilities arising elsewhere.

Sweden and Finland’s accession to NATO opens new possibilities for 
NATO airpower to assist in the defence of the Baltic states, especially 
Estonia and Latvia, or to help meet any challenge in northern Scandinavia. 
Sweden would be the key contributor to air operations. Not only does it 
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boast a capable air force, with six squadrons fielding nearly 100 Gripen 
fighter aircraft, but it can offer numerous military and militarily useable 
civilian airfields to allied reinforcements. US and European fighter squad-
rons have already trained at some of these bases.36 During the Cold War, 
it was not unusual for NATO (mainly, the United States) to pre-position 
supporting equipment on air-force bases and civilian airfields in Europe 
that would receive reinforcing fighter aircraft.37 The Swedish Air Force itself 
often exploited civilian infrastructure, and was known for its clever prepa-
ration and exploitation of selected stretches of highway. 

There is no obvious sizing principle for determining how much allied 
European airpower should be dispatched to Sweden rather than sent else-
where. Six or eight additional squadrons could rapidly double Sweden’s air 
strength, bringing it to perhaps 150 high-quality front-line aircraft.38 This 
would equal half the strength of the Israeli Air Force today, exceed that of 
the Ukrainian air force on the eve of the 2022 Russian invasion, and nearly 
equal three US aircraft-carrier air groups. Russian planners could not ignore 
this combat potential, especially given the even larger air threat Russia 
would face from allied airpower in Poland and Germany.

The operational-intelligence problem
A lack of intelligence capabilities is often cited as a key reason to doubt 
Europe’s ability to manage large-scale military operations. Intelligence 
capacity is opaque by design, but Europe is better fixed than many think. 
European states reportedly field 49 military satellites for intelligence col-
lection and communications, plus many civilian satellites with military 
utility.39 The number of intelligence-gathering satellites, in particular, 
reflects the ability to collect, but not to exploit, intelligence. It is a staple of 
the intelligence craft that ‘all-source intelligence analysis’ is central to the 
intelligence process. Means include not only satellites, but also unpiloted 
reconnaissance aircraft, fixed and mobile terrestrial signals-intelligence col-
lection antennae, human sources (spies and special-operations forces), and 
phone and cable taps.

The fusion of operational and tactical intelligence, its interpretation by 
those conversant with military operations, and the transmission of both 
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information and interpretation to those who can use it before it is overtaken 
by events, provides a powerful fillip to combat power. Western powers, 
especially the US, afforded Ukraine such an edge, providing that country’s 
outnumbered military with access to the $100-billion-a-year US intelligence 
complex by way of a US Army-operated intelligence-fusion centre in 
Wiesbaden, Germany.40 The US briefly suspended this connection in March 
2025. In case it likewise unplugs its intelligence from existing NATO command 
structures, the EU must be able to quickly substitute its own capabilities.

Although some fusion of ‘strategic’ intelligence, to serve high-level 
policy, apparently occurs within the EU, European states seem not to share 
their intelligence extensively among themselves.41 There is little evidence of 
any ability within the EU to fuse and interpret all-source intelligence in near 
real time for operational purposes.42 Two EU institutions, the Intelligence 
and Situation Centre and the European Union Military Staff Intelligence 
Directorate, conduct intelligence analysis, but both rely on whatever infor-
mation member states choose to provide them. They also receive intelligence 
from the European Union Satellite Centre, which collects and exploits open-
source imagery. It is very likely, however, that most information gathered 
by national intelligence satellites is closely held by the national intelligence 
agencies that operate them, and that in general intelligence-collection assets 
owned by European states cannot be exploited for collective operational 
and tactical purposes in a timely fashion.

If so, Europeans must remedy the problem as quickly as possible. Their 
model should be the US Tactical Exploitation of National Capabilities 
(TENCAP) programme. Fifty years ago, the US military, starting with the 
army, came to understand that huge amounts of intelligence gathered by 
satellites, either to inform civilian strategic decision-making or to amass infor-
mation on Russian nuclear forces, was not shared with most US non-nuclear 
forces. Since then, TENCAP has funded a range of programmes designed to 
make this information available, as needed, to front-line US forces.43 

Developing a European version of TENCAP is mainly a political issue: 
European governments must decide to do it. But it will also likely impli-
cate organisational management: intelligence agencies jealously guard their 
capabilities and don’t like sharing. As a matter of priority, European states 
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must find a way to channel intelligence information to existing NATO or 
European ‘operational intelligence’ centres to support combined naval, air 
and ground operations in Eastern Europe and the Baltic region.44 The main 
task is to develop the communications links and data-processing systems 
that permit intelligence gathered by European national assets to be shared, 
fused and exploited. Given extant sensitivities, such sharing may be politi-
cally impossible in peacetime.

British and Canadian membership in the Five Eyes partnership alongside 
Australia, New Zealand and the United States will complicate European 
intelligence-sharing. The UK and Canada cannot generously share what 
they get from the Americans, which is most of what the partnership yields 
them. In turn, Europeans will not wish to give away to the Americans 
intelligence on matters as to which the Americans do not share with them. 
In the event of a war in which the US simply declines to participate, the 
UK and Canada would suddenly find themselves myopic, if not entirely 
blind. Accordingly, the drive to optimise operational intelligence will need 
to occur inside the EU. For it to be effective in war, though, when the UK 
and Canada will be expected to participate, European countries will have 
to practise ‘wartime transition’, even if in peacetime the two lines of effort 
remain largely separate. The EU could use Eurocorps – a ‘multinational, 
fully deployable and highly autonomous headquarters’ prepared to ‘plan 
and conduct military operations’ mainly for the EU and NATO45 – as the 
proving ground for required capabilities, and should establish a compar
able platform for developing supporting air and naval operations.

*	 *	 *

European members of NATO are publicly committed to major increases in 
defence spending, so the financial resources available to remedy European 
shortfalls should be plentiful. Production capacity, however, is limited. 
Furthermore, military personnel in Europe are scarce, and costly to recruit 
and maintain. Countries may need to undertake arduous political debates 
about the revival of conscription if they wish significantly to increase the 
size of their forces. Defence managers, accustomed to tracking at best 2% of 
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national wealth, will now need to monitor expenditures that are nearly twice 
as high. These constraints argue for careful assessment of what to do first.

Europeans must attempt to extract the maximum amount of combat 
power they can from the force structure they already have. This does not 
mean that new investments are unnecessary; it does mean that in the first 
instance, they need to be tailored to a specific strategic goal. I have proposed 
‘mass of manoeuvre’ as a unifying concept. Extracting the full strategic value 
of existing force structures and immediate new spending will depend sub-
stantially on cooperation at a level that has often eluded European actors. 
Achieving it requires full acknowledgement of sobering strategic realities.

Military power is insurance against terrible events that we hope will 
not occur. Europeans face two major strategic factors of uncertain magni-
tude and disruptiveness: Russia’s prospective intentions and capabilities, 
and the United States’ future commitment to wage war alongside its NATO 
allies. The former could be robust, and the latter limited or non-existent. 
Europeans need to focus their spending on this uncomfortably plausible 
double problem.

Notes

1	 Trump’s truculent rhetoric about 
Greenland and Canada indicates that 
he is quite committed to maintaining 
US control of the Atlantic Ocean, 
which suggests that the US would 
likely manage the Russian naval 
threat to the North Atlantic even if 
it did disengage from the Alliance. 
Furthermore, regardless of whether 
the US were active in the war, the 
Russians would have to hold back 
forces to defend against the US Navy 
because the Russians depend on their 
own nuclear-missile submarines 
as their ultimate deterrent against 
US coercion. Though European 
navies could suffer from shortages 
of munitions and sonobuoys, and 

face some readiness issues, they are 
well placed to address any Russian 
maritime threat. A European coalition 
would significantly outnumber 
the Russian Navy in both surface 
combatants and submarines. The 
Russian Navy also suffers from major 
geographical disadvantages: it faces 
choke points in the Baltic, the Atlantic 
and the Black seas, which benefit those 
who would seek to bottle it up.

2	 The nuclear-deterrence problem 
is ably addressed by Lawrence 
Freedman in ‘Europe’s Nuclear 
Deterrent: The Here and Now’, 
Survival, vol. 67, no. 3, June–July 
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