
Atlantisch perspectief   11

ANALYSIS

Enablement is a core pillar of deterrence. The ability to move large-scale forces and resources across NATO’s Area of 
Responsibility (AOR) during an emergency safely and securely is critical to the messaging that is also vital for credible 
deterrence. However, Allies must be under no illusion: enabling the forces of others to transit their respective territo-
ries is not an alternative to the fighting power all members of the Alliance must contribute if the NATO deterrence and 
defense posture is to withstand coming threats. If Allies see enablement as an alternative to fighting, a fundamental 
principle of Alliance will be crucially undermined – the sharing of risk across the entire spectrum of threats and the 
full mission spectrum.

It is this challenge the confronts the Alliance with an essen-
tial dilemma as it begins to draft the next Strategic Concept. 
As NATO enters the post-pandemic era, the pressures on in-
debted European governments to shift resources away from 
national defense to enhance health security will intensify. 
In such circumstances, the tendency to present essentially 
civilian infrastructure projects as ‘military enabling’ will also 
grow. It is against that backdrop that Dutch plans to become 
a so-called ‘transit nation’ for moving military forces of Allies 
must be seen. In other words, for Alliance deterrence to re-
main credible given the nature of the threats NATO faces the 
Netherlands must be both a transit nation and a fighting na-
tion. Uncomfortable? Yes. However, that is what contempo-
rary NATO deterrence increasingly demands of all the Allies. 
There can be no either/or. If the Dutch think they can avoid 
warfighting via enablement, they are effectively saying ‘after 
you, please’ to the Allies who would transit the Netherlands, 
most notably the Americans and the British. 

THE	DETERRENCE-ENABLEMENT	CHALLENGE
The June 2021 NATO Summit Communique is clear: “Deter-
rence and defence are at the heart of the Alliance, under-

pinned by Article 5 of the Washington Treaty and an enduring 
transatlantic bond. We are united and resolute in our ability 
and commitment to defend one another. We will maintain and 
further develop the full range of ready forces and capabilities 
necessary to ensure credible deterrence and defence and 
provide the Alliance with a wide range of options to tailor our 
response to specific circumstances and to respond to any 
threats, from state and non-state actors, from wherever they 
arise, and potentially from multiple directions in more than 
one region simultaneously.”1 Critically, the NATO defense and 
deterrence concept and the military adaptation needed will 
be realized only through increased defense spending and 
modernization of military capabilities, as well as enhanced 
political and military responsiveness, with Allied forces main-
tained at a higher state of readiness. 

That is not to underestimate the value of enablement. Dur-
ing an address to the Plenary Military Mobility Workshop in 
October 2020, the then Chief of Defence of the Netherlands 
Armed Forces, Admiral Rob Bauer, captured its essence by 
identifying the key challenges posed to transit nations in ex-
pediting the movement of Allied military forces in an emer-
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gency or pre-war situation: improved infrastructure, clear and 
agreed rules & regulations (for dangerous goods, customs, 
cross-border movement permissions), military mobility rele-
vant command and control (C2), the establishment of a 24/7 
network of national points of contact across NATO and the 
EU respectively, the establishment of Territorial Command 
authorities by transit and host nations to facilitate smooth 
movements along multi-modal movement corridors, properly 
supported by logistic hubs, and the fostering of digital sup-
port and protection. 

Furthermore, there is no question that such investments 
would strengthen deterrence but enablement is also simply 
one element of a NATO defense and deterrence posture that 
will need to be transformed in its entirety over the coming 
years. To meet that challenge is one reason why NATO is 
drafting the next Strategic Concept and why the strength-
ening of Allied deterrence is at its core. To that end, the 
Defence and Deterrence Concept for the Euro-Atlantic Area 
(DDA) together with 2019 Military Strategy will be developed 
further around two new military concepts. The deterrence 
and defense concept will be strengthened against ANY 
potential adversary with a specific aim of maintaining and 
strengthening what the Alliance calls “military advantage.” 

What “advantage” will demand of both deterrence and ena-
blement if it is to be credible is a critical question. After all, 
military power is relative and involves scale and capability. 
The forces now working against the Alliance are increasingly 
systemic in scale and scope and include fast-modernizing 
Chinese and Russian power-projection forces; the entry into 
the battlespace of emerging and disruptive technologies, 
such as artificial intelligence, swarm and hypersonic tech-
nologies enabled by super/quantum computing, the intensi-
fying over-stretch of US forces the world over caused in part 
by relative European military weakness, and complicated by 
post-Brexit political turbulence involving Europe’s three major 
powers, Britain, France and Germany.

HIGHER	INVESTMENT
Given those pressures a credible NATO defense and deter-
rence posture worthy of both the name and its vital mission 
is central to the warfighting concept the Alliance is develop-
ing. The aim is to transform the Alliance into a “coherent 
framework to contest and deter and defend against the Alli-
ance’s main threats in a multi-domain environment, and will 
strengthen our preparedness to address challenges, particu-
larly pervasive instability and strategic shocks.”2 However, 
the warfighting concept also calls on the Allies to maintain 

The June 2021 NATO Summit Communique clearly stated that deterrence and defense are at the heart of the Alliance. Depicted is a group photo at the June 2021 NATO Summit 
in Brussels (photo: Flickr / NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization / CC BY-NC-ND 2.0)
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and develop NATO’s decisive military edge as part of the 
NATO 2030 Agenda. This will demand of countries like the 
Netherlands significantly higher investment in both its future 
force and the technologies that will enable it. Really? 

Furthermore, given the strategic context the future NATO will 
also need to be built around a European future force able 
to operate effectively across the multi-domains of air, sea, 
land, space, cyber, information and knowledge. A force that 
will be held at high readiness and which combines the mass, 
maneuver and mobility needed to engage in the twenty-first 
century battlespace. A European force that will also need 
to be ‘rotatable’ across all the Allies with reserves that can 
be mobilized and generated quickly. A force which will have 
the maneuver to act as a high-end first responder deterrent 
against a potential peer adversary and the mass to also sup-
port front-line NATO nations dealing with the threat of ter-
rorism and the consequence of instability anywhere around 
NATO’s borders. 

Effective enabling of such a force will be vital across its full 
spectrum of missions and throughout its Area of Responsi-
bility (AOR). A critical need will be to ensure secure military 
mobility across the North Atlantic for reinforcements, the ef-
fective management of forces through ports of disembarka-
tion, and the rapid transit of all Allied forces to where needed 
in a pre-war emergency. Much of the resources needed to en-
sure that will be civilian because infrastructures – roads, rail-
ways and ports – will need to be upgraded if military mobility 
is to play its full role both as an enabler and a deterrent. It 
will also require that all political and legal impediments to 
such cross-border movements be removed.  

Preparation and pre-planning will be crucial, including the 
pre-positioning of forces and resources in sufficient mass to 
forestall a crisis. Consequently, enablement as a deterrent 
is not simply a function of planning, but also policy given 
that a host of new sensors, analysis and rapid decision-mak-
ing structures will need to be established and developed. 
Such a change in what is in effect the political culture of 
the Alliance will prove politically challenging for an institution 
built on consensus. That challenge is already apparent in the 
NATO 2030 Agenda and will be a dilemma the Next Strate-
gic Concept will need to resolve if the Alliance defense and 
deterrence posture is to remain credible. The challenge? By 
2030 effective and credible deterrence will mean a credible 
NATO ability to act across a new interlocking spectrum of 
hybrid, cyber and hyper war in which the speed of command 
accelerates exponentially driven by emerging and disruptive 
technologies. Perhaps the most contentious ‘enablement’ 
will be the need to devolve greater command authority to SA-
CEUR and subordinate operational commanders far earlier in 
a developing crisis. 

INTERLOCKING	DETERRENCE?
The Joint Support and Enabling Command (JSEC) reached 
Full Operating Capability (FOC) in September. The JSEC chal-
lenge is a sign of the extent to which Allied forces will need to 
be adapted if the vital relationship between enablement and 
deterrence is to be credibly tight. The Alliance is developing 
a more sensitive and sensitized concept of enhanced ad-
vance planning to better respond to emergencies and further 
reforming both the NATO Command and Force Structures to 
that end. The result will be a new concept of ‘interlocking’ 
deterrence that reaches across the information, space, cy-
ber, conventional force and nuclear force domains. 

If the new deterrence concept is to be credible, assured force 
generation will be as critical as military mobility. This poses 
something of a dilemma for the Alliance. Rapid mobilization 
too early can turn a drama into a crisis. Avoiding such dan-
gers will require a balance to be struck between forward-de-
ployed and reinforcing forces. The problem NATO faces today 
is that its forward-deployed forces, such as those providing 
Enhanced Forward Presence and Tailored Forward Presence 
in the Baltic States and south-eastern Europe are, in effect, 
trip wires but trip wires for what? The Very High Readiness 
Joint Task Force? The enhanced NATO Response Force? 
These are powerful formations, but as ZAPAD 21 demon-
strated not really capable of deterring a Russian land-grab in 
the Baltic States or elsewhere around NATO’s margins in the 
face of a determined attack. 

Consequently, the real challenge for both enablement and 
deterrence will be political: the ability to act decisively and 
quickly in engineered uncertainty. It is likely that any attack 
of such scale would take place only if US forces were busy 
elsewhere dealing with multiple and simultaneous crises in 
the Indo-Pacific, the Arctic and the Middle East. To be credi-
ble, NATO Europe with Britain, France and Germany providing 
its hard and heavy core would need to be able to meet the 
threat. There are two immediate challenges that this require-
ment creates for maintaining the credibility of both NATO 
enablement and deterrence. First, Europe’s three major Pow-
ers do not feel that threatened and their willingness to offer 
last-resort deterrence to Allies would appear to be limited 
given the host of domestic issues with which they must all 
contend. Second, in the wake of Brexit, Britain is locked indi-
rectly in a fierce power struggle over trade that will spill over 
into defense. For example, the vital Franco-British Strategic 
Defence Partnership is in tatters. 

THE	REAL	TEST	OF	NATO	DETERRENCE
No amount of ‘enablement’ will work if deterrence is not 
properly supported by a sufficiency of advanced European 
forces relevant to the challenge of the age. Eighty years ago 
Hitler unleashed Operation Barbarossa on the Soviet Union. 
Three million men organized into three fronts attacked Sta-
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lin’s forces. Much of the Wehrmacht was unmodernized but, 
much like Russian forces today, the spear-tip of the Nazi force 
was a joint air, armor and infantry formation that was able 
to punch through the partially mobilized and unmodernized 
Red Army, much of whose officer corps had been decimated 
by Stalin’s purges. Moreover, Stalin had dismissed warnings 
about the coming offensive from British Intelligence as a 
capitalist plot and was in denial that any such attack could 
take place. The consequence was that the Wehrmacht was 
able to maintain momentum deep into Soviet territory before 
the Russians could mount a counterattack which relied more 
on attrition than capability. Europe today? 

One of the central themes in my new book Future War and the 
Defence of Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press), which 
was co-written with General (Ret.) John R. Allen and Lieuten-
ant-General (Ret.) Ben Hodges, is the need for the Europe-
an allies to face the real deterrence challenge head on and 
thus have the political courage to consider the worst-case 
situation. THAT is also THE challenge for the Next Strate-
gic Concept. Enablement is thus a core element of both the 
Deterrence Concept and the Warfighting Concept. Indeed, it 
sits at the nexus of the two and should thus be seen in the 
Strategic Concept as a critical element for promoting econ-
omy of force and efficiency of force against the backdrop 
of strategic purpose, core tasks, main fields of action and 
required forces and capabilities.. That means enablement 
must be seen in the context of the entirety of NATO’s three 
core missions: collective defense, crisis management, and 
co-operative security. 

ENABLEMENT	AND	THE	NEW	NATO	PARADIGM	OF	WARFARE
In a crisis adversaries will do exactly what NATO least wants, 
and China and Russia are systematically planning to exploit 
Allied weaknesses in the event of conflict, including disrupt-
ing and destabilizing military mobility. So long as the US is in 
Europe in some strength then it is plausible to believe NATO 
deterrence will hold, particularly if those forces are able to 
move to where needed in sufficient strength and at speed. 
Imagine they are not. No amount of enablement could off-
set such weakness because European forces are too weak 
and too uncoordinated to mount the integrated defense that 
would be needed in the event of a worst-case attack. 

Perhaps the most pressing challenge for enablement con-
cerns the role and application of so-called emerging and dis-
ruptive technologies in the deterrent mix if the Alliance is to 
credibly resist complex strategic coercion in the information 
space, cyber space, space space, the conventional and nu-
clear military battlespace. A new NATO paradigm of warfare 
is thus needed which combines and applies such ‘future 
tech’ to hyper speed command and exponentially acceler-
ated effect. Critical to any credible future Allied deterrence 
posture will be the need to far better integrate Allied forces 
from sensor to shooter through the steady incorporation of 
artificial intelligence, super/quantum computing, electronic 
warfare, space and air-breathing surveillance technologies, 
drones and hypersonic systems to name but a few. 

Europeans must be under no illusions as to the challenge 
that poses, not least to the Dutch armed forces, the fighting 
power of which has been critically and shamefully crippled by 
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Enablement must be seen in the context of NATO’s three core missions: collective defense, crisis management and co-operative security. Depicted is exercise Swift Response, a 
large-scale, US Army-led exercise designed to build strategic and operational readiness among the US, NATO and other European allies (photo: Flickr / NATO North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization / CC BY-NC-ND 2.0)
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the political elite over the past thirty years. In January 2021, 
the European Defence Agency was clear. Whilst acknowledg-
ing an overall increase in European defense expenditure, in-
vestment in defense research and technology remains below 
2007 levels. 3 In other words, Europeans will need to greatly 
increase their respective and collective investments in all 
strategic enablers across the multiple domains of air, sea, 
land, cyber, space, information and knowledge if they are to 
provide the allied forces a sufficiency of redundant critical in-
frastructures and systems across NATO’s area of operations 
vital to the credibility of the Alliance’s deterrence posture. 

AFTER	YOU,	PLEASE?
Credible deterrence ultimately rests on three factors – a 
minimum level of credible force, effective messaging, and 
declared and credible unity of purpose and effort. NATO de-
terrence now and into the future will demand the Alliance 
constantly and clearly communicate to the Russians that any 
aggression against any Ally will indeed lead to war. To render 
that warning credible the Russians will also need to believe 
that the modernization of Article 5 deterrence is a firm com-
mitment by the nations. Therefore, if the NATO 2030 Agenda 
and the Next Strategic Concept are to be more than an exer-
cise in clever drafting, they will need to provide the basis for 
political guidance that leads to a new concept of tailored and 
responsive NATO defense and deterrence linked to a demon-
strably credible escalation ladder across the hybrid, cyber, 
hyper war spectrum with Allied decision-making to match. 

Ultimately, credible deterrence rests on there being sufficient 
unity of purpose and effort allied to forces and resources 
deployed forward enough and in sufficient depth to create 
doubt in the mind of any adversary regarding whether any 
military adventure could succeed at any price at all worth 

the risk. Given the geopolitical and geo-economic pressures 
Allies face the true test of the Next Strategic Concept will 
be the creation of an integrated European Future Force that 
is able to act as a high-end first responder and equipped 
and trained to prevail in multi-domain warfare. That is exactly 
what US Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin calls for when 
he calls for a much tighter relationship between the various 
elements underpinning deterrence. Secretary Austin is also 
right when he says, “We can’t predict the future. What we 
need is the right mix of technology, operational concepts and 
capabilities —all woven together and networked in a way that 
is so credible, flexible and so formidable that it will give any 
adversary pause. We need to create advantages for us and 
dilemmas for them.”4 

The utility of enablement to deterrence must thus be judged 
in that light for deterrence IS enablement. If enablement is 
simply a metaphor for free riding, for letting others do the 
warfighting, then it will kill deterrence, and quite possibly 
NATO. 
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