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An emerging security vacuum in the Baltic Sea? 

Swedish defense cuts and regional power 
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For Sweden, 2013 was in many ways a year of awakening. A number of events of a military 
nature provided the Swedish people — and its politicians — with one wake-up call after the 
other during the course of the year, and quite brutal ones at that. 

It already started after Christmas last year, with an interview that the Supreme Commander, 
General Sverker Göranson, gave to the daily Svenska Dagbladet. This by itself was highly unusual, 
but the Supreme Commander had a very important message for the Swedish people: that he and 
his men now only had the means and ability to defend the Swedish territory for one single week. 

And not even the entire country, at that, but only one part of it at a time. After that one week, 
support had to arrive from the outside — meaning NATO — to have a chance to uphold Swedish 
sovereignty. As a non-member of NATO — although a much appreciated partner of the alliance — 
Sweden has, however, no guarantee that such assistance would in fact arrive. Even though the 
ongoing defense reform has been the subject of an intense debate in the last few years, the 
General’s harsh message nevertheless came as a shock to most Swedes. Few were aware of the 
full implications of the massive restructuring and downsizing of the Swedish military on the 
country’s ability to defend itself. 

The Swedish population was still recovering from the news about the “one-week defense” when 
the next wake-up call arrived, and confirmed the dire situation of the Swedish military forces. 
During the Easter holiday at the end of March, two Russian Tu-22M3 bombers — known in NATO 
as Backfire — escorted by four Russian Su-27 (or Flanker) jets, simulated an aerial “attack” on 
Swedish territory. The goal of the simulated attack was primarily the island of Gotland, 
strategically located in the middle of the Baltic Sea, but nowadays stripped of most of its military 
capabilities as a result of the defense reform.  

The mere fact that Russian bombers decided to mount a simulated attack of this nature was bad 
enough; the Russians even returned with a smaller “attack” on the island of Öland in early 
November. But even worse, during the Easter attack there was no response from the Swedish air 
force to the Russian visit, since the Swedish Gripen-pilots were apparently all off duty because of 
the holidays. Instead, Danish pilots came to the rescue from the Lithuanian air base Siauliai, from 
which a number of NATO countries take turns policing the Baltic air space. 

The event was thus both deeply alarming and profoundly embarrassing for the Swedes, who are 
used to viewing their country as something of a regional great power which always played an 
important stabilizing role in the Nordic region. It is a country that not that long ago was found at 
the very top in the statistics, both in terms of the size of its military spending, measured per 
capita, and the quality of its armed forces. 



The strong, even impressive military was necessary to balance and support its nonaligned policies, 
which Sweden still clings to (though today with a much-reduced military). Despite Swedish 
nonalignment — often incorrectly referred to as “neutrality” — Sweden was always very close to 
NATO, however; secretly at first, as NATOs “17th member” during the Cold War, when the alliance 
counted only sixteen members.  

After the end of the bipolar years, Sweden has more openly enjoyed the position as NATO’s close 
and active “partner number one”. Though there are now a number of contenders to that title, 
perhaps foremost among them the Nordic neighbor Finland, it remains a highly appreciated 
“security producer”. The contribution that Sweden makes to NATO’s operations and work is seen 
as in many ways more substantial and effective than that provided by some of the proper 
members of the alliance. From the Baltic Sea, to the Balkans, over to ISAF and all the way to Libya, 
where Sweden delivered 37 per cent of the surveillance reporting to Operation Unified Protector, 
Sweden has been an active contributor, in spite of its nonaligned status.  

However, after the latest round of defense cuts, and the unsolicited visit by the Russian bombers 
in the skies close to Gotland, there is mounting concern among the neighbors around the Baltic 
Sea that Sweden is moving from the role as a “security producer” to one as “security consumer”. 
Experts now warn that the stabilizing role Sweden traditionally, and successfully, has performed is 
declining and Sweden might actually become something of a destabilizing force in the region. 

That scenario could be avoided. The by far easiest, and most obvious, way to reassume the 
position as a strong, stabilizing power in the Baltic Sea region would of course be by applying for 
membership in NATO, coupled with a substantial increase in the military budget. An application 
for NATO-membership is indeed long overdue. But while Sweden militarily has moved steadily 
closer and closer to NATO in the last two decades — and as of this fall is also a participant in the 
NATO Response Force — there is not much movement on the political front that would indicate 
that a change of doctrine is to be expected any time in the near future. 

In spite of the fact that two of the parties of his four-party coalition, including his own, are in favor 
of NATO-membership, and a third party (the Christian Democrats) is rapidly advancing in that 
direction, Prime Minister Fredrik Reinfeldt (from the Conservative “Moderate party”) shows very 
little interest in the subject. So far, he and his center-right government have refused to even 
commission a study to analyze the implications of membership, similar to the two reports already 
produced in Finland. 

Instead of moving the country closer to NATO and making the case for a membership application, 
the government relies on a unilateral Solidarity Declaration, vaguely declaring Sweden to be ready 
both to receive and provide support, when and if a neighboring country is attacked. The Solidarity 
Declaration has been quite heavily criticized on the grounds that Sweden in reality has very little 
military capability for delivering any such assistance to its neighbors, and also lacks the military 
infrastructure and other means needed to receive assistance itself. 

But there is also some positive and encouraging news arriving from Stockholm: popular support 
for NATO actually saw an increase during 2013. In only two years, from 2011 to 2013, and in 
particular after the revelations about the “one-week defense” and the Russian visit, support 



among Swedes for full membership in NATO has gone from 23 to 32 per cent. Just imagine what 
could happen if the government took a greater interest in the issue, and decided to lend a helping 
hand to the debate on NATO! 

With a security vacuum looming over the Baltic Sea region as a result of the downsized Swedish 
military forces, and with a politically more assertive Russia rapidly increasing its military budget, it 
seems clear that the time has now finally come for some major changes in Sweden. More and 
more Swedes are now sharing that view. It is indeed hard to see how a return to the traditional 
position as a regional power in the Baltic Sea could otherwise be accomplished.  
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