
NATO and the European Union have adopted new strategic guidance documents, after a two-year period of reflection 
to prepare for an increasingly hostile world. NATO’s new Strategic Concept (NSC) refers to the European Union as ‘a 
unique and essential partner for NATO’, recognizing ‘the value of a stronger and more capable European defence that 
contributes positively to transatlantic and global security and is complementary to, and interoperable with NATO’.1 The 
Strategic Compass (SC), for its part, refers to the EU’s strategic partnership with NATO as ‘essential for our Euro-At-
lantic security’, recognizing that NATO ‘remains the foundation of collective defence for its members’ and that ‘the 
transatlantic relationship and EU-NATO cooperation (…) are key to our overall security’.2 

Both documents, adopted shortly after the watershed mo-
ment for European security – the outbreak of Russia’s war of 
aggression against Ukraine on February 24, 2022 – under-
line the complementarity between NATO and the EU and re-
flect the ambition to reinforce the NATO-EU strategic partner-
ship and boost cooperation on capabilities, interoperability, 
and military mobility. Political dialogue between NATO’s North 
Atlantic Council and the EU Political and Security Committee 
is considered essential to create cooperative synergies to 
advance the implementation of the existing 74 projects on 
capacity development, strategic communication, operational 
cooperation, military mobility, capabilities, cyber defense, de-
fense industry and research, exercises, Women, Peace and 
Security and countering hybrid threats and terrorism.

NATO’s Strategic Concept and the EU’s Strategic Compass 
jointly point to the right direction for the future strategic ori-
entation of the NATO-EU partnership. But in the context of 
the return of war in Europe NATO and the EU need to strike 
a workable balance between the present threat from Russia, 
and the war it wages against Ukraine, the growing competi-
tion from China, instability in Europe’s Southern neighbor-
hood and the continuous threats of terrorism, cyberattacks, 
and hybrid warfare.

NATO’s new Strategic Concept, adopted at the Madrid Sum-
mit, on June 29, 2022, represents a major strategic realign-
ment for the transatlantic Alliance. It reaffirmed the priority 
of the core principle of collective defense, adopted a New 
Force Model for its deterrence and defense posture and 
endorsed the Alliance’s enlargement to include Finland and 
Sweden. While its three principles of collective defense, cri-
sis management and cooperative security continue to guide 
the Alliance’s strategic outlook, Russia’s aggression against 
Ukraine, on the one hand, and intervention fatigue after NA-
TO’s involvement in Afghanistan and its chaotic retreat, in 
2021, on the other, have re-centered priorities on collective 
defense of the Euro-Atlantic area. 

The Strategic Concept identifies Russia as ‘the most signif-
icant and direct threat to Allies’ security and to peace and 
stability in the Euro-Atlantic area’.3 NATO Secretary General 
Jens Stoltenberg stated before the summit that the Defense 
Investment Pledge of 2 per cent of GDP in defense spending 
by 2024 was ‘increasingly considered a floor, not a ceiling’.4 

In response to Russia’s war in Ukraine NATO allies have in-
dividually provided military, financial and humanitarian assis-
tance to Ukraine, and responded in a resolute and united 
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manner, strengthening NATO’s deterrence and defense pos-
ture in Eastern Europe. Allies have deployed four new mul-
tinational battlegroups to Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania, and 
Slovakia, apart from increasing the number of troops in the 
four existing ones in Poland, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania 
deployed in 2017. The United States increased its military 
presence in Europe to over 100,000 troops and will deploy 
two additional destroyers to the naval base in Rota, Spain, 
two squadrons of F-35s fighters to the United Kingdom, an 
additional combat brigade to Romania, and establish a per-
manent headquarters of the US’s Army V Corps in Poland. At 
the summit, the Alliance adopted a new NATO Force Model, 
discussed further by Dick Zandee and Renze de Keiser in 
their article in this issue of Atlantisch Perspectief.  

ENHANCED COOPERATION
The likely accession of Finland and Sweden to NATO, formally 
invited at the Madrid Summit, will enhance NATO-EU coopera-
tion. Both had already intensified their cooperation with NATO 
following Russia’s illegal annexation of Crimea, in 2014. NA-

TO’s Northern enlargement will increase the security of the 
Atlantic Alliance on its northern flank, especially for Estonia, 
Latvia and Lithuania and the entire Baltic Sea region. It will 
boost the Alliance’s capabilities, as both countries have high-
ly trained armed forces and modern defense industries and 
are knowledgeable about Russia’s disruptive actions. 

NATO-EU cooperation is also increasingly relevant vis-à-vis 
hybrid and cyber threats from China, even though there is 
no agreement on a transatlantic China policy. China is men-
tioned for the first time in a strategic concept and defined as 
a systemic challenger of the Alliance. Its ‘stated ambitions 
and coercive policies’, its ‘malicious hybrid and cyber op-
erations and its confrontational rhetoric and disinformation 
target Allies and harm Alliance security’. NATO‘s partnership 
with the EU should further be strengthened because of ‘the 
deepening strategic partnership between the People’s Re-
public of China and the Russian Federation and their mutu-
ally reinforcing attempts to undercut the rules-based interna-
tional order’.5
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The outbreak of Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine on February 24, 2022 is the watershed moment for European security. Pictured are Russian tanks rolling along a 
street in Mariupol, Ukraine, on Saturday, April 23, 2022 (Photo: Flickr / manhhai / CC BY 2.0 / AP Photo / Alexei Alexandrov)
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The EU’s Strategic Compass on Security and Defence, endorsed by the European Council on March 21, 2022, promotes EU defense integration and proposes strategic orientati-
on in four areas: crisis management, resilience, capabilities, and partnerships. Pictured is the Roundtable on March 2022 in Brussels (photo: European Union, 2022). 

The war in Ukraine also produced an unexpectedly quick 
and united response from the European Union. At the Ver-
sailles meeting on March 11, EU governments agreed to 
increase defense expenditures, bolster European defense 
capabilities, augment the number of joint projects, address 
defense investment gaps and support the development of 
the European defense industrial and technological base. To 
help Ukraine, the European Peace Facility has to date pro-
vided €2.5 billion for military assistance and arms delivery 
to Ukraine, and six packages of economic, financial and 
coal-and-energy-import-related sanctions.6

The EU’s Strategic Compass on Security and Defence, en-
dorsed by the European Council on March 21, 2022, pro-
motes EU defense integration and proposes strategic 
orientation in four areas: crisis management, resilience, 
capabilities, and partnerships. Within partnerships, on the 

EU’s relationship with NATO, the SC recognizes the transat-
lantic relationship and EU-NATO cooperation as ‘key to our 
overall security’ and NATO as ‘the foundation of collective 
defence for its members’. It states that the EU will ‘reinforce 
its strategic partnership’ with NATO, including in ‘new key 
work strands such as resilience, emerging disruptive tech-
nologies, climate and defence and outer space.’7 

The EU’s aim to develop joint military capabilities, in part 
through the European Defence Fund’s (EDF) €8 billion budget 
- increasing the number of joint military projects, streamlin-
ing arms production, standardizing the procurement of mili-
tary equipment, and ensuring the interoperability of forces 
across different operational domains – can bolster NATO-EU 
cooperation and contribute to NATO’s own deterrence and 
defense capabilities. NATO-EU cooperation will also benefit 
from increased coordination between the EU’s Coordinated 
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Annual Review on Defense (CARD) structures and NATO’s 
defense planning process (NDPP), from the participation of 
non-EU states in Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) 
projects, such as, for example, the US’s, Canada’s and Nor-
way’s participation in the Military Mobility project, and from 
articulation between NATO’s New Forces Model and the new-
ly created but modest EU Rapid Deployment Capacity of up 
to 5000 troops. More recently, with a growing role in defense 
matters, the EU Commission proposed €500 million for the 
joint procurement of defense equipment, and VAT exemption 
for some defense systems produced in the EU. 

The Strategic Compass also suggests better coordination 
and cooperation in the realm of deterrence and defense cen-
tered in the Euro-Atlantic area, for example in cyber defense 
policy. This would represent a change from the initial years 
of cooperation and move the NATO-EU partnership closer to 
NATO’s deterrence and defense position.

CHALLENGES AHEAD FOR THE NATO-EU PARTNERSHIP
The articulation between NATO’s Strategic Concept and the 
EU’s Strategic Compass shows the degree to which consul-
tation and cooperation between member states of both insti-
tutions have advanced since the NATO-EU partnership was 
created two decades ago. In 2003, the adoption of the Berlin 
Plus agreement marked the kick-off of the institutional NA-
TO-EU cooperation vis-à-vis crisis management cooperation 
in out-of-area operations, enabling the EU to resort to NATO 
planning capabilities, military assets and command struc-
tures to conduct its own crisis management operations when 
NATO was not involved, as continues to be the case with 
the EU’s operation Althea in Bosnia-Herzegovina. A decade 
and a half later, NATO and the EU signed two Joint Declara-
tions, in 2016 and 2018, on cooperative defense projects. 
NATO’s new Strategic Concept and the Strategic Compass 
define these Joint Declarations as ‘the key pillars of this co-
operation’ (SC) and ‘initiatives to increase defence spending 
and develop coherent, mutually reinforcing capabilities, while 
avoiding unnecessary duplications’ (NSC). The NATO-EU part-
nership, however, has always been hampered by institutional 
rivalry and lack of strategic clarity on the EU’s role in Europe-
an security. A set of six operational, political, financial, and 
industrial challenges remains.

First, the biggest challenge is, of course, moving from the 
stated objectives in the documents to their operational im-
plementation at the various levels of NATO-EU cooperation in 
interoperability, military mobility (to standardize cross-border 
troop movement), capability development, defense procure-
ment and defense innovation. The successful implementa-
tion of the proposed measures will depend on states striking 
an appropriate balance between their stated ambitions and 
policy choices, economic development indicators, effective 
capacity-developing capabilities, availability of resources, in-
creased acceptance of sharing intelligence and public sup-
port.

Secondly, political challenges remain regarding differences 
over the institutions’ aims and member states’ roles, the 
European lack of strategic clarity on the NATO-EU partner-
ship and the perceived hierarchy of threats. First, the US 
role in NATO could change significantly after the 2024 US 
presidential election should a president with a less transat-
lantic outlook be elected and create uncertainty about the 
US commitment to NATO’s article 5 on collective defense. 
Second, the lack of consensus on the EU’s role as a security 
and defense actor and the extent to which it aims to become 
an autonomous military power or to strengthen the Europe-
an pillar in NATO persists. Eastern European member states 
and Atlanticist EU countries, such as Portugal, the Nether-
lands and Denmark, rely foremost on the US and NATO for 
their security and fear the weakening of the Alliance. 
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The continuous debate on European strategic autonomy hin-
ders the deepening of the NATO-EU partnership as the US, 
in particular, feels uncomfortable with this lack of strategic 
clarity. Thirdly, Turkey, which has played an ambiguous role in 
recent years, has a veto capacity over NATO-EU cooperation. 
Its territorial and energy-resource-related disputes with Cy-
prus and Greece, its initial opposition to Finland’s and Swe-
den’s bid for NATO membership, and its potential objection 
to the Berlin Plus Agreement do not facilitate the deepening 
of the NATO-EU partnership. Finally, there is disagreement 
on the long-term hierarchy of threats and whether a shared 
NATO-EU threat assessment would enhance cooperation. 
For example, not all countries share the Southern European 
member states’ assessment that more money needs to be 
invested in the EU’s Southern neighborhood in North Africa 

and the southern Mediterranean where Russia increasingly 
interferes, through cyber and hybrid threats, or because of 
rising food and energy prices due to the war. Linked to these 
political challenges is the need to maintain transatlantic uni-
ty and cohesion especially now when authoritarian powers 
can undermine the revitalized transatlantic unity.
 
A third challenge is how to finance the announced increase 
in defense expenditures. First, Europeans need to spend 
more and better on territorial defense and military capabili-
ties. Germany will serve as a test case on whether Chancel-
lor Scholz’s announced special fund of €100 billion for the 
overdue modernization of the Bundeswehr will be adequately 
invested. Secondly, Allies need to engage in greater trans-
atlantic burden-sharing: as the US’s financial contribution 
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The biggest challenge is moving from the stated objectives in the documents to their operational implementation at the various levels of NATO-EU cooperation in, for example, 
military mobility (to standardize cross-border troop movement). Pictured is a Lithuanian soldier who surveys the railcars at Mockava, Lithuania as Polish armored vehicles 
transfer cars during NATO Exercise Brilliant Jump 20 (photo: Flickr / NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization / CC BY-NC-ND 2.0)
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decreases, Europeans will need to increase their own share 
significantly ‘so that in future they contribute at least 50 per-
cent to NATO planning.’8 However, the economic downturn in 
EU member states’ economies will make it harder for govern-
ments to explain to their voters why more money will need 
to be spent on defense. Furthermore, due to rising inflation 
in European economies, it is yet unclear how much of the 
announced defense investment increases will translate into 
actual increased defense spending.

Fourthly, investment gaps mean that the defense budget 
increases underway in many countries will not immediately 
translate into the modernization of their armed forces and 
acquisition of new capabilities, but rather be allocated to up-
dating the salaries of the military personnel, buying ammuni-
tion for existing weapons systems and increasing stockpiles 
of weapons. In May 2022, the European Commission and 
the European Defence Agency (EDA) identified ‘replenishing 
stockpiles, replacing Soviet-era legacy systems, and reinforc-
ing air and missile defence systems’ as the three major de-
fense investment gaps.9 Thus the necessary upgrade in de-
fense equipment, modernization and innovation will demand 
considerable long-term efforts.
 
A fifth challenge is the US-European military industrial com-
petition. If European states are serious about developing 
their own defense capacity and avoiding fragmentation, they 
need to actively support a European Defence Technological 
Industrial Base (EDTIB). NATO’s newly created Innovation 
Fund and the Defense Innovation Accelerator for the North 
Atlantic, and the European Defence Agency’s Defence Inno-
vation Hub could jointly combine investment with innovation 
in defense, primarily in artificial intelligence, big data pro-
cessing and quantum technology. But the question of stand-
ardization raises difficult issues of industrial protectionism 
on both sides of the Atlantic.10 Developing a European de-
fense industry and buying more European equipment may 
go against the US defense industry’s interests, but it is a 
logical consequence of the decades-old American pledge for 
a stronger European investment in defense. 

Finally, the articulation between NATO’s article 5 on collec-
tive defense and the EU’s article 42.7 (TEU) mutual-defense 
clause has not been addressed in the NSC and SC and could 
be clarified in a new NATO-EU joint declaration, which would 
update the previous two, in the context of the return of war 
to Europe.

CONCLUSION
NATO’s Strategic Concept and the EU’s Strategic Compass 
are the result of two simultaneous reflection processes on 
the deterioration of the Euro-Atlantic strategic environment. 
Both documents acknowledge the urgency for NATO and the 
EU to enhance their partnership, strengthen NATO-EU coop-

eration and maintain the unity and cohesion of the trans-
atlantic relationship. They rightly prioritize the threats that 
Russia represents to the security of the Euro-Atlantic area 
for the next decade and clarify their institutions’ priorities 
from there on. 

The NSC and the SC, however, do not clarify how the NATO-EU 
partnership should proceed in operational terms. NATO and 
the EU could sign a third Joint Declaration, specifying how 
they intend to proceed with intra-institutional deepening. 
Faced with the US’s strategic repositioning to the Indo-Pacific 
and the unlikelihood of the EU becoming a military power in 
the near future, this new Declaration could point to how (or 
if) NATO’s European Allies benefit from a stronger European 
pillar within the Atlantic Alliance and how (or if) the gradual 
Europeanization of NATO enhances intra-institutional cooper-
ation with the EU.
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International Relations (IPRI-NOVA) and Advisor at National Defense 
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