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ANALYSIS

At the end of June this year, NATO showed its best face at the Madrid Summit: the image of unity and resolve in re-
sponse to the Russian invasion and ongoing war in Ukraine. In response to the most critical security crisis in Europe 
since the end of the Cold War, a new Strategic Concept was agreed upon. Naturally, most initial comments focused 
on the language used towards Russia and China as well as on the issue of Swedish and Finnish NATO membership. 
This article analyzes the impact of the Madrid Summit on the Alliance’s deterrence and defense posture, but also on 
the challenges posed by hybrid threats. The authors assess what consequences the Madrid Summit may have for the 
Netherlands in terms of adapting its armed forces as well as for implementing its ‘and-and’ policy of investing in NATO 
and the EU for ensuring Europe’s security. 

THE RETURN TO COLLECTIVE DEFENSE 
The Madrid Summit marks another important turning point in 
NATO’s history. After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and 
the collapse of the Soviet Union (1991), the emphasis of the 
Alliance’s defense efforts shifted from collective defense to 
the task of crisis management. The restructuring trend of the 
1990s was ‘from heavy to light’ and from ‘slow moving’ to 
‘quickly deployable’. In particular, the large numbers of tanks, 
artillery, and other heavy armored vehicles were reduced. The 
investment was mainly channelled towards transport aircraft, 
helicopters and light weaponry. The numbers of fighter air-
craft and frigates went down, but the biggest impact of the 
post-Cold War restructuring affected ground forces. Force 
structures for defending the Alliance’s eastern borders dis-
appeared. In 2002 at the Prague Summit the creation of the 
NATO Response Force (NRF) was announced, justified by the 
Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR) at the time, 
General James Jones, as follows: “… NATO will no longer have 
the large, massed units that were necessary for the Cold War, 
but will have agile and capable forces at Graduated Readiness 
levels that will better prepare the Alliance to meet any threat 
that it is likely to face in this 21st century.”1

Although the Alliance’s ISAF operation in Afghanistan showed 
that crisis management operations could also entail high-in-
tensity warfare2, the (Taliban) opponent was a non-state actor, 
a guerrilla-type enemy posing the challenges of asymmetric 
or irregular threats to NATO forces. The Russian annexation 
of Crimea in 2014 and the seizure of parts of the Donbas 
by separatist forces supported by Russia marked the turn-
ing point from crisis management back to collective defense. 
No new NATO Strategic Concept was drafted, but the Wales 
Summit (Sept. 2014) marked the change by setting the 2 
per cent GDP defense target. The NRF was restructured and 
a Very Readiness Joint Task Force or ‘spearhead force’ was 
created, to be on notice in 48 hours. At the Warsaw Summit 
in 2015, the NRF was expanded to 40,000 military and Allied 
political leaders decided to deploy four Battlegroups to the 
three Baltic States and Poland. In the same vein, NATO and 
its member states started to refocus their defense efforts, 
training and exercises on enhancing the collective defense 
posture. Military mobility – the new catchword for measures 
to speed up the reinforcement of troops from the rear to for-
ward locations – was launched in the EU (!) as a permanent 
structured cooperation (PESCO) project with the Netherlands 
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as the lead nation. This is in line with the Dutch government’s 
ambition to take a more leading role in defense in the EU. 
Its current position, regarding defense efforts, is as follows: 
NATO is the cornerstone of collective defense, but EU coun-
tries must face the reality of being forced in the future to deal 
with conflicts by themselves. 

THE NEW FORCE MODEL
Three decades after the end of the Cold War 
great-power competition has returned to the 
global stage. NATO Secretary General Jens 
Stoltenberg has acknowledged that the cur-
rent environment of insecurity has outpaced 
that of the Cold War followed by large-scale 
military operations near the Alliance’s bor-
ders.  Therefore, NATO is forced to return to 
its original core task and the Madrid Summit 
marks the next phase in NATO’s altered strat-
egy. Although the new Strategic Concept and 
the Madrid Summit Declaration emphasize 
the Alliance’s 360 degrees of security orien-
tation and reconfirm the three core tasks3, 
the priority given to collective defense is ob-
vious. Even though Russia has realized only 
a limited part of its military-strategic goals in 
Ukraine and might even lose occupied terri-
tory, the country – still a major nuclear power 
– is portrayed as “the most significant and di-

rect threat to Allies’ security and to peace and stability in the 
Euro-Atlantic area”.4 Deterrence and defense are dealt with in 
14 paragraphs, while crisis prevention and management as 
well as cooperative security both cover only five paragraphs. 
A new NATO Force Model (NFM) was agreed upon – according 
to an infographic (see Figure) – which is to “deliver an Allied 
response at much greater scale and at higher readiness than 

NATO’s New Force Model (source: NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization)

Although the Alliance’s ISAF operation in Afghanistan showed that crisis management operations could also 
entail high-intensity warfare, the (Taliban) opponent was a non-state actor, a guerrilla-type enemy posing the 
challenges of asymmetric or irregular threats to NATO forces. Pictured is a Dutch Panzerhaubitze 2000 in 
action in Afghanistan (2011) (photo: Wikimedia Commons / Public Domain)
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the current NATO Response Force, which it will replace”. The 
NRF of 40,000 troops available at less than 15 days’ read-
iness will be replaced by well over 300,000 troops at high 
readiness in three categories: 100,000 up to 10 days’ read-
iness (tier 1); approximately 200,000 around 10-30 days’ 
readiness (tier 2); and at least 500,000 up to 30-180 days’ 
readiness (tier 3). Within the first category, 40,000 troops will 
constitute the Allied Reaction Force (ARF), to replace the NRF. 
SACEUR can deploy the ARF in times of increasing tensions 
and before a crisis occurs. Another characteristic of the NFM 
is a return to a regional focus. At least partly, forces of the 
member states will be assigned to specific (forward) areas. 
Equipment and munition stocks will be prepositioned in those 
‘focus areas’, allowing for troops to be flown in and, thus, 
speed up deployment schedules. This mirrors the American 
system of prepositioned stocks in Europe for reinforcement 
troops to be flown in from the Continental US in times of 
crisis. However, it is a compromise. In particular, the Baltic 
States and Poland preferred the permanent presence of Al-
lied brigade-size units (3,000-5,000 troops), but the NATO 
countries which were to provide these units (for the Baltic 
States: Canada, Germany, the UK) refused because of the 
costs involved and the fact that they cannot allow for such 
a capability to be permanently deployed elsewhere due to a 
lack of adequate numbers of troops.5 Germany has already 
announced that it will deploy a brigade headquarters to Lith-
uania with adequate staff elements and with the bulk of the 
forces remaining on national soil.6 

The NFM also implies that the Alliance replaces the concept 
of ‘deterrence by punishment’ by ‘deterrence by denial’. The 
NATO Battlegroups in the Baltic States and Poland have a 
trip-wire function. In case of attack, they would trigger a NATO 
response, first and foremost by sending the NRF and, much 
later, other member states’ forces to defend and restore the 
integrity of Allied territory. The Strategic Concept is quite clear 
that this concept belongs to the past: “(..) we will enhance 
our global awareness and reach to deter, defend, contest and 
deny across all domains and directions (..).”7 Enhancing the 
forward presence forces of Allies in countries on the eastern 
flank from Battlegroups to brigade-sized units with preposi-
tioned stocks for heavily armored vehicles (tanks, artillery, 
etc.) is a key element in shifting towards deterrence by denial. 

CONSEQUENCES OF THE NFM FOR THE NETHERLANDS
So far, little attention has been paid to the impact of the 
NFM on the armed forces of NATO countries. In particular, the 
European member states are facing serious challenges as 
they will have to provide the majority of the 300,000 troops 
that have to be available within 30 days instead of 40,000 
troops at (high) readiness for the NRF on an annual rotation 
scheme. Furthermore, EU member states will also have to 
make forces available for the EU Rapid Deployment Capacity 
of up to 5,000 troops, to be ready for deployment in EU-led 

crisis management operations. In particular, for countries 
with all-volunteer armed forces like the Netherlands, placing 
more forces on readiness for NATO and the EU might create 
problems. Shortages in personnel strength (for the Nether-
lands approx. 25%)8 further increase the challenge. Germa-
ny has already announced it will make a division (approx. 
15,000 troops) available for the first- and second-tier NFM 
forces. In the Dutch case, a mechanized brigade-sized con-
tribution could be required, but the Dutch Army is currently 
capable of offering such a unit only with a German tank bat-
talion and will also need to strengthen its artillery capacities 
considerably. In other words, the increasing integration of the 
Dutch land forces should not be treated as a way out of un-
derperformance, but has to be used as the format to deliver 
a credible contribution to collective defense.    

The integration of the Dutch Army with the German Army im-
plies that the Netherlands, almost automatically, will have to 
follow the transformation of the NATO Battlegroup to a heavy 
brigade in Lithuania under German leadership. A battal-
ion-sized contribution by the Netherlands might be required. 
The Hague will have to preposition (armored) vehicles, ammu-
nition and other stocks in Lithuania for troops to be flown in 
in times of crisis as well as for exercises. This will increase 
the demand for equipment as the troops in the Netherlands 
are also in need of equipment to train and to conduct ex-
ercises. In other words, the ‘compromise’ of locating only 
brigade-sized headquarters in the Baltic States also gener-
ates costs for prepositioning stocks and acquiring addition-
al equipment. The return of the regionalization of NATO as-
signed forces will limit the potential to contribute with forces 
to various (forward) areas. Although there might be room for 
contributions with dedicated or specialized capabilities (e.g. 
air and missile defense).  

The NFM also has important consequences for investment 
in equipment. Many European countries, including the Neth-
erlands, have exchanged Cold War large quantities for post-
Cold War small qualities. NATO cannot afford to fight only 
the initial battle. Protracted warfare requires the sustainment 
of capabilities, which first and foremost is an issue of ade-
quate numbers of weapons systems plus the logistical tail 
that follows. If follow-on capacities are absent, the credibility 
of the NATO deterrence and defense posture will decrease. 
In simple terms: in addition to more personnel – at least in 
the short term – more weapons systems are required for the 
redundancy of the Alliance’s defense posture in the longer 
term. This requires not only political will but, above all, long-
term sustained investment, which currently is not assured 
in countries, such as the Netherlands, lacking a defense in-
vestment fund for the next ten years or more. Furthermore, 
defense industries will have to deliver equipment and ammu-
nition at a more constant speed over a long period of time.
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CYBER AND HYBRID THREATS 
The Madrid Summit has huge consequences for the armed 
forces of the NATO member states. However, 21st-century 
threats require not only steel and blast. Hybrid challenges – 
such as disinformation, cyberattacks and interference – have 
become the new normal. The Russian ‘troll factories’ are a 
well-known phenomenon, but hybrid threats originate from 
other actors as well.  NATO’s Strategic Concept addresses 
the People’s Republic of China (PRC) as a possible challenger 
to the security of the Alliance because it creates strategic 
dependencies and malicious hybrid and cyber operations as 
well as targeting Allies with disinformation.9 Still, NATO aims 
to remain open to constructive engagement with the PRC. 
With regard to hybrid and cyber threats, NATO’s approach has 
evolved from addressing these threats in technical terms to 
investing in the ability to prepare for, deter and defend against 
such threats. The Alliance underlines the EU’s essential role 
in countering these cyber/hybrid threats.10 NATO is in need of 
its strategic partnership with the EU to actually comply with 
its goal of deterrence concerning hybrid/cyber threats as it 
cannot deal with these challenges alone. Especially Russia 
and the PRC are described as actors that make use of de-
structive hybrid and cyber operations to harm the security 
environment of the Alliance and its partners. 

The policy of the Netherlands on hybrid and cyber threats is 
in line with that of the EU and NATO. Dutch policy documents 
refer to the PRC and Russia in terms of posing cyber threats. 
The Dutch Ministry of Defence states that the more digital-
ized battlefield is increasingly becoming vulnerable to hybrid 
attacks, including coordinated disinformation campaigns.11 
Hence, the Netherlands chooses to make extra investments 
in what is labelled as one of its armed forces’ specialisms 
– that is cyber security –   and which has the greatest added 
value in joint action on a bilateral and multilateral level with 
NATO and EU member states. This policy is meant to fill the 
existing needs in the EU and/or NATO to increase deterrence. 
In order to do so, the Dutch Ministry of Defence must develop 
its critical technological infrastructure and expand its existing 
technological knowledge in order to be resilient to potential 
hybrid/cyber threats. With the new NATO Strategic Concept, 
the Netherlands is likely to have the Alliance’s backing and 
support. How it can also become a capability area for special-
ization remains an unanswered question for the time being.12

NATO’S DORMANT POLITICAL INSECURITIES 
NATO is forced to reinvent itself at several levels to strengthen 
its deterrence and defense posture, in terms of strengthening 
its armed forces and investing in its ability to deal with cyber 
and hybrid threats. Although these modernization efforts are 

In particular, the Baltic States and Poland preferred the permanent presence of Allied brigade-size units, but the NATO countries which were to provide these units (for the 
Baltic States: Canada, Germany, the UK) refused. Pictured is a Dutch soldier during Exercise Rising Griffin 2022 in Lithuania (photo: NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization)
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complicated and require sustained long-term investment, NA-
TO’s unity will primarily be challenged by dormant political in-
securities in the Euro-Atlantic area. Several national elections 
will take place in the coming two years in countries that are 
playing an important role in setting NATO’s policy direction. At 
the end of 2024, the US will hold its next presidential elec-
tions, preceded by the mid-term elections of the US Congress 
in November 2022. At this time the Republicans seem to be 
well positioned to retake control of the Senate and the House 
of Representatives in a couple of months.13 This could be a 
sign that there will be change in the White House after the 
presidential elections of 2024. Another important presiden-
tial election will take place in Turkey in June 2023. Some ex-
perts argue that Recep Tayyip Erdogan could try to play a ge-
opolitical chess game that could, in turn, offer him electoral 
advantages by stimulating national sentiment.14 According to 
the German Marshall Fund, 58.3 percent of Turks see the US 
as the ‘’biggest threat to Turkey’s national interests’’. Also, 
62.4 percent believe that European countries want to ‘’divide 
and disintegrate Turkey as they did in the past with the Otto-
man Empire’’.15 Therefore, it could be beneficial for Erdogan 
to challenge the West more often on several levels, as we 
have seen with Sweden and Finland’s application for NATO 
membership, in order to achieve his objective of re-election. 

CONCLUSION
The Madrid Summit was a success in showing the Alliance’s 
unity under firm US leadership, sending the right message 
to Moscow, four months after Russia invaded Ukraine. The 
Alliance’s highest political leaders decided to boost NATO’s 
deterrence and defense posture. The new NATO Force Model 
sets high requirements for the member states, which will be 
challenging for European countries such as the Netherlands 
with all-volunteer armed forces and well-known problems with 
recruiting adequate numbers of military professionals. The 
future will show what the impact of ‘Madrid’ will be on the re-
structuring, investment and deployment of the armed forces 
of the NATO countries. Furthermore, the Alliance’s member 
states will have to further develop their response capabili-
ties to deal with hybrid threats and challenges, which also 
requires close EU-NATO interaction. 

However, political circumstances may change in the next few 
years, first and primarily through the outcome of the mid-
term and presidential elections in the US. The return of a 
Republican president to the White House – named Trump or 
a look-alike – could quickly create a new crisis in transat-
lantic security and defense cooperation. The Alliance’s uni-
ty is not guaranteed by the Madrid Summit, and neither is 
well-functioning EU-NATO cooperation ensured for the future. 
Times may change, also depending on how Russia’s war in 
Ukraine will unfold. For the Netherlands with its balanced ‘EU 
& NATO’ security and defense policy, this implies sustained 
political, military and financial investment in improving its 

military capabilities and delivering its share to NATO and EU 
requirements. A challenge that can be met only by a long-term 
commitment to the increased need for ensuring security in 
the Euro-Atlantic area, based on the recognition that the in-
ternational order has fundamentally changed – unfortunately, 
not for the good, but for the bad and the ugly.
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