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OVERVIEW

Since the end of the Cold War, NATO’s available military capabilities have been reduced enormously. Allies currently 
maintain only a limited ready forward presence on the flanks of NATO. In addition to national forces, four battalion-size 
units are deployed in the Baltic States and Poland on a rotational basis. They constitute NATO’s Enhanced Forward 
Presence, with the objective of raising the costs and risks of a potential military incursion into Allied territory.1 The 
limited number of troops stationed on NATO’s flanks significantly increased the importance of the ability to rapidly 
reinforce troops across the Supreme Allied Commander Europe´s Area of Responsibility (SACEUR‘s AOR). As such, 
readiness and capability to reinforce forces have become an essential element of deterrence and defense.

In order to facilitate reinforcement by forces, the NATO Minis-
ters of Defense at the Brussels Summit in 2018 established 
two new headquarters with a special role in military move-
ment: Joint Force Command (JFC) Norfolk, which focuses on 
protecting transatlantic sea lines of communication, and the 
Joint Support and Enabling Command (JSEC), which facili-
tates the rapid movement of troops and equipment into and 
across Europe.2 JSEC’s mission is to develop, establish and 
maintain a functional and reliable network that will enable, 
reinforce and sustain NATO Forces.

JSEC achieved its initial operational capability on September 
17, 2019 and will achieve full readiness in September 2021. 
A key step in this process was JSEC’s participation in NA-
TO’s flagship exercise Steadfast Defender 2021.3 It served 
as testbed to evaluate and optimize JSEC’s structure and 
functionality. In particular, JSEC was involved in a command 

post exercise based on a fictitious scenario, allowing the 
headquarters to implement various concepts to support the 
seamless movement of virtual allied forces across European 
borders. Some of these concepts are not yet standing NATO 
doctrine, and their development is still in an early stage. Af-
ter all, NATO command structure adaptation has far-reaching 
implications on the roles and responsibilities of the different 
headquarters throughout the Allied Command Operations; 
doctrines and concepts will have to be adapted accordingly. 
One of these concepts is the Strategic Force Hub4 (SFH), ca-
pable of playing a significant role in the whole “reinforcement 
by forces” process.

STRATEGIC	FORCE	HUB	–	A	CORNERSTONE	OF	REINFORCEMENT	
AND	SUSTAINMENT
Conditions for reinforcement and sustainment must be set 
up in peacetime, to facilitate a stable and seamless transi-
tion from crisis to conflict, all at the speed of relevance. One 
precondition which needs to be established and maintained 
in peacetime is a Reinforcement and Sustainment System 
(RSS). The RSS is a fundamental element of the enable-
ment of the Supreme Allied Commander Europe´s Area of 
Responsibility. Enablement does not have an exact and nar-
row definition, but involves setting the conditions – wheth-
er preparing infrastructure, capabilities, laws and rules, or 
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a command and control structure – for effective reinforce-
ment and sustainment. The Reinforcement and Sustainment 
System itself should deliver significant deterrence effects by 
demonstrating SACEUR´s ability to reinforce forces in any 
direction (a 360-degree approach). It supports Allied nations 
in a multi-domain and multi-actor environment, and it is the 
nations themselves that meet many of the responsibilities of 
organizing and implementing reinforcement and sustainment 
operations. The RSS connects the sending nations through-
out the European mainland to potential areas of operations, 
via strategic lines of communication. The RSS is designed 
to ensure that the timeliness, volume and condition of the 
supply (reinforcements) meet the requirements (demand) 
of the customers, namely the two Joint Force Commands in 
Brunssum and Naples.

Strategic Force Hubs (SFHs) are considered a key element 
of the Reinforcement and Sustainment System and are ena-
blers of military readiness by supporting military power pro-
jection in a timely manner. It is important to emphasize that 

SFHs are not just “super logistic nodes”, although the logis-
tics needed to maintain them is significant. They meet the 
requirement to stage, train, integrate, prepare, and hold forc-
es for maneuver in a secured and prepared advance area. 
A comprehensive and multi-domain approach must be devel-
oped, since the establishment of the Hubs encompasses 
multiple cross-functional areas, such as physical and cyber 
security. This requires flexible and scalable solutions, includ-
ing deception and dispersion.

Host Nations play a major role in the setup phase (for exam-
ple, providing appropriate infrastructure) and the operating 
phase of the Strategic Force Hubs. Many aspects will need 
to be developed in line with NATO operational planning, all 
in close coordination with sending nations, host nations, 
and Allied Command Operation entities. For example, the 
arrangements have to clarify Command and Control relation-
ships for the Hub in peacetime, crisis and conflict, as well 
as the responsibilities for the respective enablement and 
provision of forces and capabilities, including stocks. Consid-
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ering the unique geographical position and role of each Stra-
tegic Force Hub, there will be no “One-Size-Fits-All” solution. 
Each situation will require a tailor-made approach, aligning 
the interests and requirements of a multitude of military and 
civilian stakeholders.
Strategic Force Hubs consist of a cluster of facilities/
locations that can host large numbers of forces. Here, in 
a secure setting, parts of the Reception, Staging, Onward 
Movement, and Integration (RSOM-I) process can take place. 
Thus, Strategic Force Hubs can be considered as the interim 
destination for forces moving towards a Joint Operating Area 
(JOA), under command of a Joint Force Command. They can 
equally serve as a recovery area for forces released from a 
JOA. The duration of a unit’s stay in a Hub may vary, based on 
operational requirements. The activation and operation of a 
Hub may also include early Crisis Response Measures, main-
tained for an unspecified time in accordance with NATO poli-
cy, in order to deter an opponent or to improve force posture.

Currently, the doctrinal RSOM-I process implies direct move-
ment into a Joint Operating Area. With the implementation 
of the multi-JOA environment into NATO doctrine and oper-
ational thinking, the RSOM-I process must be altered and 
extended. Now, the Hub itself can be the interim destina-
tion of forces on their way into a JOA. Once requested by a 
Joint Force Commander, or on order by SACEUR, troops will 
continue their move into a JOA (pull principle). SFHs have 
multiple purposes and offer multiple options at the strategic 
level, reflecting the expanding spectrum of tasks, as basic 
ideas on the concept evolve. This significantly increases the 
flexibility for both, SACEUR and the JFC commander. The Hub 
will include appropriate cross-functional logistic and medical 
facilities and training ranges and will also be able to include 
pre-positioned stocks. In sum, it offers a broad spectrum of 
capabilities to be activated in line with operational needs.

SPECIFIC	OPERATIONAL	REQUIREMENTS	OF	STRATEGIC	
FORCE	HUBS
As mentioned previously, Strategic Force Hubs can serve 
multiple purposes and fulfill a broad spectrum of tasks. Dur-
ing Steadfast Defender 2021, the overarching goals of the 
Strategic Force Hubs were defined and included in the sce-
nario play. This led to the derivation of operational require-
ments such as infrastructure, logistics, medical, security/
force protection, Communications and Information systems, 
as well as training and integration. These will be covered in 
detail in the next section.

 I. Infrastructure 

The infrastructure of a Strategic Force Hub depends on the 
pre-set requirements. Several factors play an important role, 
such as the (national) legal and financial frameworks and 
available capabilities. As potential targets during a crisis 
and conflict situation, SFH facilities and installations must 
be resilient by design.5 Since infrastructural developments 
are extremely costly and time consuming, negotiations with 
potential providers such as host nations need to be con-
ducted well in advance of any crisis situation. The planning 
and assessments phases are often complicated and involve 
many different civilian parties. Finding a suitable location for 
a Hub can be challenging, it requires an area with redundant 
lines of communications, in proximity to operational energy 
needs (power grids, fuel depots), and served by a sufficient 
transport infrastructure (freeways, bridges, railroads or even 
waterways).

During Steadfast Defender 2021, technical arrangements 
with host nations were in place and covered the following 
infrastructure and military engineering subjects: engineer-
ing (mobility, counter-mobility, passive force protection), 
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explosive ordnance disposal, environmental protection, in-
frastructure, and traffic management. SFH infrastructure 
as mission-vital infrastructure was identified and assessed 
according to the requirements (size, dimension, capabilities) 
enabled with logistics infrastructure (warehouses, housing/
accommodation), lines of communications (freeways and 
minor roads, railroad installations/connections) and training 
sites enabling the network system.

 II. Logistics 

Operational-level logistic operations typically employ as-
signed national, host nation or commercial support options 
to deliver multinational logistic support. This can be done 
in a cost-efficient manner through the optimized use of re-
sources and by leveraging economies of scale.6 Within these 
three pillars for cross-functional logistics (national, host na-
tion or commercial), multiple solutions and combinations are 
feasible. Furthermore, the logistics concept must be built 
on a thorough assessment of the forces expected to use 
the Hubs in an initial phase. In the concept of Steadfast 
Defender 2021, the host nations were responsible for the 
set-up of the SFHs, including logistics, all in close coordi-
nation with the Joint Support and Enabling Command and 
according to the requirements of the troops-sending nation. 
That included:

 • Synchronization and coordination of movement of large 
formations,

 • Provisions of logistics services (rations, water, accom-
modation, waste disposal),

 • Storage of equipment and ammunition
 • Maintenance and repair.
 • Medical
 • Training Environment

 III. Medical
 
 • Medical support is equally based on three pillars: in-

tegrated national, contracted and medical Host Nation 
Support. During Steadfast Defender 2021, the minimum 
operational medical requirements for Strategic Force 
Hubs were defined as:

 • Established medical command and control and informa-
tion management,

 • Availability of supporting services with regard to force 
health protection (e. g. environmental health, veterinary 
services),

 • Resilient healthcare facilities (military, civil and contract-
ed) adapted to concept of the respective Hub (Role 1, 
2, 3),

 • Consistently usable medical evacuation capabilities and 
an emergency system in place,

 • Functional medical logistics system (procurement, stor-

age, movement, distribution, maintenance of medical 
and pharmaceutical material, including blood preserva-
tion).

 
 IV. Communications and Information Systems

NATO forces that use the Strategic Force Hub must be con-
nected to NATO communications and information systems 
(CIS). A reliable connection has to be established via land-
line, mobile networks or satellite systems. In addition, the 
use of the required electromagnetic spectrum has to be 
authorized via the respective host nation authority. This re-
quirement underlines the need for NATO-standardized CIS 
solutions and Functional Area Systems.

 V. Force Protection

Force protection requirements for Strategic Force Hubs 
were defined by the Joint Support and Enabling Command  
throughout all domains in close coordination with the na-
tions. Protection of the Hubs was a host nation responsibility, 
although closely coordinated with JSEC and the troops-send-
ing nation. The rules regulating security and force protection 
of the SFHs, and designated forces/assets for self-defense, 
were agreed with the respective host nation in advance. The 
rules of engagement reflected national legal frameworks and 
were released to the relevant stakeholders. The cooperation 
between nations hosting the Hubs and the Joint Support and 
Enabling Command was excellent, including the sharing of 
sensitive information on critical infrastructure in advance.

In the exercise scenario, SFH locations took advantage of the 
disposition of NATO Integrated Air and Missile Defense Sys-
tem assets. The locations were protected by peacetime and 
crisis or conflict components, as Joint Prioritized Defended 
Assets. Nations hosting Hubs were constantly able to gen-
erate and sustain the required density of both law enforce-
ment forces and civil emergency services (e.g., hospitals, 
fire stations, disaster relief, and diversified fuel, water, and 
energy suppliers). Inside the Hubs, individual mission-vital 
infrastructure was located in favorable terrain, with low prob-
ability of hazards (floods, snow etc.). The areas assigned to 
SFHs were sufficient in size to receive large troop deploy-
ments and their infrastructure allowed the implementation 
of selected passive force-protection measures, including but 
not limited to tactical dispersion of forces.

 VI. Training and Integration

The Operational Requirements for Strategic Force Hubs in 
the context of training and integration will, to a large extent, 
be dependent on the requirements set by the Joint Force 
Commands. They will also determine the level of readiness 
for a hand-over take-over to the JFC commanders. In an early 
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stage of the operation, the focus will be on “pre-planned” 
initial forces at a high level of preparation and combat read-
iness, later Follow-on Forces would be expected to be at a 
lower level, with an increased need for additional training 
and integration in terms of Combat Enhancement Training/
Force Integration Training.

Dependent on the delta between the two levels, the opera-
tional requirements for SFH facilities may vary. Determining 
suitable training and integration areas may require the avail-
ability of live firing ranges, chemical, biological, radiological 
and nuclear defense training or even crowd and riot control 
training facilities. Constraints, whether political, legal or envi-
ronmental, should also be taken into account.

CONCLUSION
Coordinating and implementing Strategic Force Hubs is just 
one component in JSEC’s broader mission set. It takes much 
effort and requires close coordination with the host nations. 
The ultimate goal is to support the JFC commander, so that 
he can “focus on the fight”. The implementation of SFHs 
will be integrated into JSEC’s broader cross-domain plan-
ning activities. As such, the concept constitutes a key link 
in the Reinforcement and Sustainment System. Initiatives 
proposed by the field of Military Mobility can also be tested 
and implemented at the operational level.

The major prerequisite for Strategic Force Hubs is that the 
entire preparation has to take place right now, in peacetime. 

Once established and fully developed, the concept of SFHs 
will constitute an important part of the Alliance’s deterrence 
and defense posture. 
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