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Europe

The resurgence of Russia, brought into 
starkest relief in Ukraine, and the rise 

of the Islamic State in Iraq, Syria, and Libya 
have brought Europe back into the top tier of 
U.S. international interests with some force 
after a decade of attempted disengagement. It 
is clear why the region matters to the U.S. The 
51 countries in the U.S. European Command 
(EUCOM) area of responsibility include ap-
proximately one-fifth of the world’s popula-
tion, 10.7 million square miles of land, and 13 
million square miles of ocean. EUCOM’s area 
has physical borders with Russia, the Arctic, 
Iran, Asia Minor, the Caspian Sea, and North 
Africa. Most of these areas have long histo-
ries of instability and a potential for future 
instability that could directly affect the secu-
rity interests and economic well-being of the 
United States.

Some of America’s oldest (France) and 
closest (the United Kingdom) allies are found 
in Europe. The U.S. and Europe share a strong 
commitment to the rule of law, human rights, 
free markets, and democracy. Many of these 
ideas, the foundations upon which America 
was built, were brought over by the millions 
of immigrants from Europe in the 17th, 18th, 
and 19th centuries. U.S. sacrifice for Europe 
has been dear. During the course of the 20th 
century, millions of Americans fought for 
a free and secure Europe, and hundreds of 
thousands died.

America’s economic ties to the region 
are important as well. A stable, secure, and 
economically viable Europe is in America’s 
economic interest. Regional security means 
economic viability and prosperity for both 

Europe and the U.S. For more than 70 years, 
the U.S. military presence in Europe has 
contributed to European stability, economi-
cally benefiting both Europeans and Ameri-
cans. The economies of the 28 (soon to be 271) 
member states of the European Union (EU), 
along with the United States, account for ap-
proximately half of the global economy. The 
U.S. and the members of the EU are each oth-
er’s principal trading partners.

Geographical Proximity. Europe is im-
portant to the U.S. because of its geographical 
proximity to some of the world’s most danger-
ous and contested regions. From the eastern 
Atlantic Ocean to the Middle East and up to 
the Caucasus through Russia and into the 
Arctic, an arc of instability is increasingly un-
settled by demographic pressures, rising com-
modity prices, interstate and intrastate con-
flict, tribal politics, competition over water 
and other natural resources, religious tension, 
revolutionary tendencies, terrorism, nuclear 
proliferation, and “frozen conflicts” (i.e., con-
flicts in which active combat has ended but no 
real effort is made to resolve the conflict). The 
European region also has some of the world’s 
most vital shipping lanes, energy resources, 
and trade choke points.

The basing of U.S. forces in Europe gener-
ates benefits outside of Europe. Recent insta-
bility in North Africa, most notably ISIS oper-
ations in Libya, has shown the utility of basing 
robust U.S. military capabilities near poten-
tial global hot spots. For example, when or-
dered to intervene in Libya against Muammar 
Qadhafi, U.S. commanders in Europe were 
able to act effectively and promptly because of 
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the well-established and mature U.S. military 
footprint in southern Europe.

The same can be said of the Baltic region. 
Soon after Russia annexed Crimea and invad-
ed eastern Ukraine, the U.S. quickly deployed 
600 U.S. soldiers to the Baltics and Poland 
from U.S. bases in Italy. The F-15s and F-16s 
(including their crews, maintenance staff, 
fuel, spare parts, etc.) that the U.S. Air Force 
initially sent to the region after the invasion 
of Ukraine were deployed to Eastern Europe 
from U.S. air bases in the United Kingdom and 
Italy, respectively. Without this forward pres-
ence in Europe, these deployments would 
have been costlier and slower.

The Arctic. The 2016 Index of U.S. Mili-
tary Strength identified the Arctic as an im-
portant operating environment in Europe. 
This has not changed in the 2017 edition. If 
anything, tension continues to increase as a 
result of Russian activity.

The Arctic region encompasses the lands 
and territorial waters of eight countries (Cana-
da, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, 
Sweden, and the United States) spread across 
three continents. The region is home to some 
of the world’s roughest terrain and waters and 
some of its harshest weather. The Arctic re-
gion is rich in minerals, wildlife, fish, and other 
natural resources and, according to some esti-
mates, contains up to 13 percent of the world’s 
undiscovered oil reserves and almost one-
third of its undiscovered natural gas reserves.

The region represents one of the world’s 
least populated areas, with sparse nomadic 
communities and very few large cities and 
towns. Although official population figures 
are nonexistent, the Nordic Council of Min-
isters estimates that the figure in 2013 was 
slightly in excess of 4 million,2 making the 
Arctic’s population slightly bigger than Or-
egon’s and slightly smaller than Kentucky’s. 
Approximately half of the Arctic population 
lives in Russia, which is ranked 153rd out of 
178 countries in the 2016 Index of Economic 
Freedom.3

The melting of Arctic ice during the sum-
mer months presents challenges for the U.S. 

in terms of Arctic security, but it also provides 
new opportunities for economic develop-
ment. Less ice will mean new shipping lanes, 
increased tourism, and further exploration 
for natural resources. Many of the shipping 
lanes currently used in the Arctic are a con-
siderable distance from search and rescue 
facilities, and natural resource exploration 
that would be considered routine in other 
locations in the world is complex, costly, and 
dangerous in the Arctic.

The economic incentives for exploiting 
these shipping lanes are substantial and will 
drive Arctic nations to press their interests in 
the region. For example, using the Northern 
Sea Route (NSR) along the Russian coast cuts 
the distance between Rotterdam and Shang-
hai by 22 percent and saves hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars in fuel costs per ship. Unlike 
in the Gulf of Aden, no pirates are currently 
operating in the Arctic, and piracy is unlikely 
to be a problem in the future. But there is still 
a long way to go before the NSR becomes a vi-
able option. In 2015, a total of 18 ships4 made 
the journey over the top of Russia (compared 
with the more than 17,000 that transited the 
Suez Canal) and carried only 39,586 tons of 
cargo.5 By comparison, in 2013, 71 vessels car-
rying a total of 1,355,000 tons of cargo shipped 
along the route, indicating the unpredictabil-
ity of future shipping trends in the Arctic.6

In June 2015, Russia adopted an Integrat-
ed Development Plan for the Northern Sea 
Route 2015–2030. The plan outlines expecta-
tions that NSR shipping volume will reach 80 
million tons by 2030.7 However, the current 
reality casts doubt on these projections.

Of course, the U.S. has an interest in stabil-
ity and security in the Arctic because the U.S. 
is one of the eight Arctic nations. The Ameri-
can commitment to NATO is also relevant be-
cause four of the five Arctic littoral powers are 
in NATO.8

Threats to Internal Stability. In recent 
years, Europe has faced turmoil and instabil-
ity brought about by economic uncertainty, 
epitomized by the ongoing sovereign debt cri-
sis in Europe’s southern countries. Recently, 
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a large influx of migrants and the continued 
threat from terrorism have added more insta-
bility points to Europe.

Economically, the eurozone’s overall eco-
nomic freedom is seriously undermined by 
the excessive government spending required 
to support elaborate welfare states. Eco-
nomic policies being pursued by many euro-
zone countries hinder productivity growth 
and job creation, causing economic stagna-
tion and rapidly increasing levels of public 
debt. Underperforming countries have not 
made the structural reforms needed for long-
term adjustment.

Cyprus, Greece, Ireland, Portugal, and 
Spain have received multibillion-euro aid 
packages financed by their eurozone partners 
and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). 
European leaders are desperately seeking a 
way to keep the eurozone together without 
addressing the root causes of the crisis. Re-
cipient countries have adopted stringent aus-
terity measures in exchange for aid, but their 
populations oppose any spending cuts.

Many among Europe’s political elite be-
lieve that deeper European integration, not 
prudent economic policies, is the answer to 
Europe’s problem. However, there has been 
a public backlash against deeper political and 
economic integration across much of Europe. 
In a June 2016 referendum on EU member-
ship, the United Kingdom voted to leave the 
European Union. In April 2016, Dutch voters 
voted against approving an EU–Ukraine As-
sociation agreement in a countrywide refer-
endum, largely seen as a protest vote against 
the EU. Dissatisfaction with the EU affects 
France and Germany as well. According to 
a 2016 Pew Poll, only 38 percent of people 
in France have a favorable view of the EU; in 
2004, 69 percent did. In Germany, only half of 
Germans have a favorable view of the EU.9

In 2015, the Eurozone grew by 1.7 per-
cent,10 only a marginal improvement over 
2014 growth rates. Relatively meager eco-
nomic growth translated into small job gains, 
but unemployment remains an albatross 
around the neck of many European nations. 

Unemployment across the 19-country bloc 
stands at 10.1 percent, the lowest rate since 
July 2011 but still stubbornly high.11 At 23.3 
percent, Greece has the highest unemploy-
ment rate in the EU; Spain has an unemploy-
ment rate of 19.9 percent.12 Youth unemploy-
ment in the eurozone is 20.8 percent but 
reaches 47.4 percent in Greece, 45.8 percent 
in Spain, 36.5 percent in Italy, and 30.1 per-
cent in Croatia.13

The potential impact of this crisis on the 
U.S. makes European economic stability more 
important than ever. The eurozone crisis 
could turn into a security crisis. For example, 
political instability in Greece, made worse by 
a large influx of migrants, could spill over to 
other places in southeastern Europe—already 
one of Europe’s most unstable regions. Amer-
ican banks hold some eurozone debt and 
would take a hit in the event of any default, 
but the deepest effects would likely be felt 
through the interconnected global financial 
system. In a lagging European economy, for 
example, U.S. exports to European markets 
would start to fall off and continue to decline.

The economic situation also illustrates the 
importance of the greater European region 
to energy security and the free flow of trade. 
Some of the most important energy secu-
rity and trade corridors are on the periphery 
of Europe—as are some of the world’s most 
dangerous and unstable regions. European 
economies depend on oil and gas transported 
through the volatile Caucasus and several 
maritime choke points.

On top of these difficulties, Europe has 
been trying to deal with a large-scale migrant 
crisis. Conflicts in Syria and Iraq, as well as 
open-door policies adopted by several Eu-
ropean nations—importantly, Germany and 
Sweden in 2015—have led large numbers of 
refugees from across Africa, Asia, and the 
Middle East to travel to Europe in search of 
safety, economic opportunity, and a better life 
in Europe’s most generous welfare states.

The European Union’s Frontex border 
agency documented 1,820,000 detections of 
illegal border crossings along the external 
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borders of the EU in 2015.14 The real num-
ber is far higher. The migrant crisis and the 
response of European governments have led 
in part to some increased instability, have 
buoyed fringe political parties in some Eu-
ropean nations, and already have imposed 
financial, security, and societal costs on 
the continent.

For example, one study found that the cost 
in Germany to house, provide benefits for, and 
work to assimilate migrants will equal €50 bil-
lion by 2017.15 Greece expects to spend €600 
million, 0.3 percent of its GDP, on the migrant 
crisis in 2016.16 In April 2016, Sweden’s Fi-
nance Ministry announced projections that 
the migrant crisis will cost the nation €6.1 bil-
lion yearly until 2020.17 In an era of fiscal aus-
terity and tight budgets, the unexpected and 
generational cost of this migrant crisis will af-
fect European budgets for decades.

The migrant crisis has had a direct im-
pact on NATO resources as well. In February 
2016, Germany, Greece, and Turkey request-
ed NATO assistance against illegal traffick-
ing and illegal migration in the Aegean Sea.18 
That month, NATO’s Standing Maritime 
Group 2 deployed to the Aegean to conduct 
surveillance, monitoring, and reconnaissance 
of smuggling activities, and the intelligence 
gathered was sent on to Greek and Turkish 
coast guards and to Frontex.19 In February 
2016, former Supreme Allied Commander, 
Europe, General Philip Breedlove accused 
Russia of using migrants as a weapon against 
Europe.20

Finally, Europe has suffered a string of ter-
rorist attacks, many of them Islamist inspired, 
including attacks in Belgium, France, Ger-
many, and Turkey during the past year alone. 
While terrorist attacks do not pose an existen-
tial threat to Europe, they do affect security 
by increasing instability, and forcing nations 
to spend more manpower and financial re-
sources on counterterrorism activities.

Following attacks on the offices of satirical 
magazine Charlie Hebdo in January 2015, for 
example, France launched Operation Senti-
nelle, utilizing French soldiers to guard 682 

sensitive tourist attractions, schools, and 
religious institutions. 21 Following multiple 
terrorist attacks in Paris in November 2015, 
President Francois Hollande increased the 
number of troops taking part in Operation 
Sentinelle to 10,000.22 Of the French military 
deployed for military operations, half have 
been deployed domestically to guard against 
terrorist attacks.23 The deployment is report-
edly having a deleterious impact both on 
morale among soldiers and on readiness.24 
In addition to manpower strains, Operation 
Sentinelle costs France $1.06 million a day,25 
and early estimates from the French Treasury 
suggest that terrorism will ultimately cost the 
French economy $2.1 billion.26

In addition, Belgium deployed over 500 
soldiers to its streets to guard against terror-
ist attacks following the November attacks 
in Paris.27 In February 2015, Italy deployed 
4,800 soldiers domestically to guard against 
terrorist attacks.28 There has even been a dis-
cussion in Germany of allowing for greater 
deployment of the German Bundeswehr to 
guard against terrorist attacks. Under the 
current German constitution, the army can 
be deployed domestically only “in cases of na-
tional emergency.”29

The migrant crisis in Europe has exac-
erbated the threat from terrorism. General 
Breedlove testified in March 2016 that “what 
we have seen growing in the past months and 
year is that in that flow of refugees we see 
criminality, terrorism and foreign fighters.”30 
James Clapper, U.S. Director of National In-
telligence, testified similarly in February 2016 
that ISIS is “taking advantage of the torrent 
of migrants to insert operatives into that flow. 
As well, they also have available to them and 
are pretty skilled at phony passports so they 
can travel ostensibly as legitimate travelers as 
well.”31

While terrorism in Europe may under-
mine U.S. allies by siphoning financial and 
military resources toward counterterrorism 
operations, it also can jeopardize the safety of 
U.S. servicemembers, their families, and U.S. 
facilities overseas. In April 2016, for example, 
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an ISIS sympathizer was convicted in the U.K. 
of planning to carry out terrorist attacks on 
U.S. military personnel stationed in the U.K.32

The South Caucasus
One of the most important energy cor-

ridors for Europe is through Turkey and the 
South Caucasus. Fortunately, Europe has a 
very strong partner in the South Caucasus. 
The Republic of Georgia sits at a crucial geo-
graphical and cultural crossroads that for 
centuries has proven to be strategically im-
portant, both militarily and economically; to-
day, its strategic location is also important to 
the U.S. and Europe. Georgia is modernizing 
key airports and port facilities, and a major 
railway project from Azerbaijan to Turkey 
through Georgia opened in 2015.

The transit route through Georgia pro-
vides one of the shortest and potentially most 
cost-effective routes to Central Asia. This is 
particularly important in meeting the need 
to bring alternative sources of oil and natural 
gas to the European market. In view of Rus-
sia’s willingness to use energy resources as a 
tool of foreign policy, this could not come at a 
more important time for Europe.

In 2015, construction began on two key 
natural gas pipelines: the Trans-Anatolian 
Natural Gas Pipeline (TANAP) and the Trans-
Adriatic Pipeline (TAP). The TANAP will run 
1,150 miles through the Caucasus and Turkey; 
the TAP will run from the Turkish–Greek 
border to Italy via Albania and the Adriatic 
Sea. It is expected that both will be completed 
by 2018. When constructed, both pipelines 
will link up with the existing South Caucasus 
Pipeline, which connects Turkey to the Azer-
baijani gas fields in the Caspian Sea through 
Georgia. Together, all three pipelines will 
form the so-called Southern Gas Corridor.33

In July 2015, Russia took de facto control 
of a 1.6-kilometer section of the British Petro-
leum–operated Baku–Supsa pipeline when 
it moved border markers from Russian-con-
trolled South Ossetia 300 meters (980 feet) 
further south. Russia’s creeping annexation 
in Georgia has expanded its territorial control 

in the nation and placed border markers with-
in close range of Georgia’s main highway link-
ing Azerbaijan and the Black Sea.34

Georgia has been a strong partner of 
NATO and the U.S. It retains 861 troops in 
Afghanistan as part of NATO’s Resolute Sup-
port Mission, the third-largest contribution 
after the U.S. and Germany,35 and also trains 
with NATO nations. In May 2016, 650 U.S. sol-
diers, 150 from the U.K., and 500 Georgians 
took part in training exercise Noble Partner 
in Georgia.36 Georgian Defense Minister Tina 
Khidasheli described Noble Partner as “one 
of the biggest exercises that our country has 
ever hosted…the biggest number of troops on 
the ground, and the largest concentration of 
military equipment.”37

Important Alliances and 
Bilateral Relations in Europe

The United States has a number of impor-
tant multilateral and bilateral relationships 
in Europe. First and foremost is NATO, the 
world’s most important and arguably most 
successful defense alliance. Other relation-
ships, however, also have a strong impact on 
the U.S.’s ability to operate in and through the 
European region.

The North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion. NATO is an intergovernmental, mul-
tilateral security organization originally de-
signed to defend Western Europe from the 
Soviet Union. It is the organization that an-
chored the U.S. firmly in Europe, solidified 
Western resolve during the Cold War, and ral-
lied European support following the terrorist 
attacks on 9/11.

During the Cold War, the threat from the 
Soviet Union meant that the alliance had a 
clearly defined mission. Today, NATO is still 
trying to determine its precise role in the 
post–Cold War world. In the 1990s, NATO 
launched security and peacekeeping opera-
tions in the Balkans when the EU was unable 
to act. Since 2002, it has been engaged in Af-
ghanistan, counterpiracy operations off the 
Horn of Africa, an intervention in Libya that 
led to the toppling of Muammar Qadhafi, and 
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(most recently) efforts to stop illicit traffick-
ing in people, drugs, weapons, and other con-
traband in the Mediterranean.

Since its creation in 1949, NATO has re-
mained the bedrock of transatlantic security 
cooperation, and it is likely to remain so for 
the foreseeable future. With the NATO-led 
combat mission in Afghanistan finished and 
with an increasingly bellicose Russia on Eu-
rope’s doorstep, there is a growing recogni-
tion that NATO must return to its raison 
d’être: collective defense.

Today, many NATO countries view Mos-
cow as a threat. In a way that seemed incon-
ceivable to Western Europeans before Rus-
sia’s invasion of Ukraine and annexation of 
Crimea, it is now clear that NATO’s Eastern 
European members face legitimate security 
concerns: For those NATO members that 
lived under the iron fist of the Warsaw Pact or 
that were absorbed into the Soviet Union af-
ter World War II, Russia’s bellicose behavior 
is seen as a threat to their existence.

The broad threat that Russia poses to Eu-
rope’s common interests makes military-to-
military cooperation, interoperability, and 
overall preparedness for joint warfighting es-
pecially important in Europe, yet they are not 
uniformly implemented. For example, day-
to-day interaction between U.S. and allied of-
ficer corps and joint preparedness exercises 
were more regular with Western European 
militaries than with frontier allies in Central 
Europe, although the crisis in Ukraine has led 
to new exercises with eastern NATO nations. 
In the event of a national security crisis in 
Europe, first contact with an adversary might 
still expose America’s lack of familiarity with 
allied warfighting capabilities, doctrines, and 
operational methods.

Following the 2014 Wales summit, NATO 
announced its intent to create a Very High 
Readiness Joint Task Force (VJTF), “a new Al-
lied joint force that will be able to deploy with-
in a few days to respond to challenges that arise, 
particularly at the periphery of NATO’s terri-
tory.”38 However, mustering the 5,000-strong 
force has proven to be difficult.39 In addition, 

NATO reportedly believes the VJFT would be 
too vulnerable during its deployment phase 
to be utilized in Poland or the Baltics.40 At the 
Warsaw summit in July 2016, NATO agreed 
to an enhanced forward presence of one ro-
tational battalion in each of the Baltic States 
and Poland, beginning in 2017. Canada, Ger-
many, the U.S., and the UK have promised to 
serve as framework nations for the battalions.

For its part, in June 2014, the U.S. an-
nounced a $1 billion European Reassurance 
Initiative (ERI) meant to bolster transatlan-
tic security. For fiscal year (FY) 2017, the U.S. 
proposed an increase in ERI funding to $3.4 
billion. A portion of the funding was set aside 
to “increase exercises, training, and rotation-
al presence across Europe but especially on 
the territory of our newer allies.”41 Additional 
funding for training exercises constituted 
$40.6 million of ERI funding in FY 2015, in-
creased to $108.4 million in FY 2016, and is 
anticipated to increase to $163 million in FY 
2017.42 While the additional funding is a step 
in the right direction, it is not a long-term so-
lution; the need to sufficiently fund training 
programs remains unresolved. Funding for 
this initiative was included in the Overseas 
Contingency Operation (OCO) budget, gen-
erally considered to be a budget for tempo-
rary priorities—a fact that did not escape the 
attention of NATO allies, with the Poles dis-
missing it as “insufficient.”43

There also are non-military threats to the 
territorial integrity of NATO countries that 
the alliance has only recently begun to find 
ways to address. The most likely threat to the 
Baltic States, for example, may come not from 
Russian tanks rolling into a country but from 
Russian money, propaganda, and establish-
ment of pro-Russia NGOs and other advocacy 
groups—all of which can be leveraged to un-
dermine the state. Russia’s aggressive actions 
in Ukraine have proven how effective these 
asymmetrical methods can be in creating in-
stability, especially when coupled with con-
ventional power projection.

The combat training center at Hohen-
fels, Germany, is one of a very few located 
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NATO members are expected to spend at least 2 
percent of their GDP on defense, and at least 20 
percent of their defense spending is supposed to go 
to equipment. Only three of the 28 countries—the 
U.S., the U.K., and Poland—do both.

Few NATO Members Follow 
Defense Spending Guidelines

CHART 1



72 2017 Index of U.S. Military Strength

 
outside of the continental United States, and 
more than 60,000 U.S. and allied personnel 
train there annually. U.S.–European train-
ing exercises further advance U.S. interests 
by developing links between America’s allies 
in Europe and National Guard units back in 
the U.S. In a time when most American ser-
vicemembers do not recall World War II or 
the Cold War, cementing bonds with allies in 
Europe becomes a vital task. Currently, 22 na-
tions in Europe have a state partner in the U.S. 
National Guard.44

General Breedlove has described NATO 
forces as being “at a pinnacle of interoperabil-
ity.” But he also has cautioned that if NATO 
is to sustain these levels of interoperability, 

“We need to continue to build the capabilities 
and capacities to be a credible and effective 
Alliance and we need to sustain our interoper-
ability through rigorous and sustained train-
ing, education, and exercises.”45

In 2014, the U.S. launched Operation At-
lantic Resolve, a series of continuous exer-
cises meant to reassure U.S. allies in Europe, 
particularly those bordering Russia. Opera-
tion Atlantic Resolve included among other 
initiatives 150 troops temporarily deployed 
to the Baltic States and Poland for training 
exercises.46 The troops were members of the 
Army’s 173rd Airborne Brigade, based in Italy 
and Germany.47 There have been some re-
ports that U.S. soldiers stationed in the Baltics 
have been on the receiving end of “intimida-
tory approaches” from Russian intelligence 
officers.48 In March 2015, a U.S. convoy of 600 
soldiers and 120 vehicles, including Stryk-
ers, took part in a 1,100-mile “Dragoon Ride” 
across the Czech Republic, Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, and Poland before returning to 
base in Vilseck, Germany.49

The naval component of Operation Atlan-
tic Resolve has consisted in part of increased 
deployments of U.S. ships to the Baltic and 
Black Seas. Additionally, the Navy has taken 
part in bilateral and NATO exercises. For 
example, BALTOPS 2015 was a 15-day ex-
ercise across the Baltic Sea region that in-
volved 5,600 troops from Belgium, Canada, 

Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, 
Georgia, Latvia, Lithuania, the Netherlands, 
Norway, Poland, Sweden, Turkey, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States.50

In addition to training with fellow NATO 
member states, the U.S., in conjunction with 
Canada, Lithuania, and the United Kingdom,51 
has undertaken a program to train five Ukrai-
nian army battalions and an additional battal-
ion of special operations forces52 at the Joint 
International Peacekeeping Security Center 
near Yavoriv, Ukraine. U.S. training for Ukrai-
nian forces began with border and national 
guards but has expanded to include regular 
army units.53 Ukraine has received additional 
training from NATO members that includes 
counter-IED training, flight safety, military 
police, and medical training.54 In September 
2015, the U.S. and Ukraine cohosted the mul-
tinational maritime exercise Sea Breeze 2015 
in the Black Sea.55

Quality of Armed Forces in the Region
When it comes to effective international 

combined operations, , it is clear that Europe 
is not pulling its weight. Investment in de-
fense across Europe has declined since the 
end of the Cold War. For most EU countries, 
the political will to deploy troops into harm’s 
way when doing so is in the national inter-
est has all but evaporated. During the Libya 
operation, for example, European countries 
were running out of munitions.56 More re-
cently, munition stocks in the Netherlands 
are reported to have only five days’ worth of 
ammunition on hand.57

As an intergovernmental security alliance, 
NATO is only as strong as its member states. 
Of NATO’s 28 members, 26 are European. Eu-
ropean countries collectively have more than 
2 million men and women in uniform, yet 
by some estimates, only 100,000 of them—a 
mere 5 percent—have the capability to deploy 
beyond their national borders.58

Article 3 of the 1949 North Atlantic Treaty, 
NATO’s founding document, states that mem-
bers, at a minimum, will “maintain and de-
velop their individual and collective capacity 
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to resist armed attack.”59 Only a handful of 
NATO members can say that they are living 
up to their Article 3 commitment. In 2015, 
only five of 28 NATO member states (Estonia, 
Greece, Poland, the U.S., and the U.K.) spent 
the required 2 percent of gross domestic 
product (GDP) on defense. Recently, NATO 
total defense expenditures have moved in an 
upward direction. In 2016, the annual real 
change in defense outlays for Canada and 
European NATO members is estimated at 1.5 
percent, a $3 billion increase.60 When cuts 
have occurred, they have been significantly 
less than in recent years. In 2015, 19 NATO 
members stopped cuts in defense spending, 
and 16 of those 19 also increased their defense 
spending in real terms.61

Nevertheless, the lack of overall invest-
ment in substantial amounts has caused even 
smaller campaigns like the 2011 operation in 
Libya to flounder. What began as a military 
operation inspired by France and Britain had 
to be absorbed quickly into a NATO operation 
because the Europeans had neither the politi-
cal will nor the military capability (without 
the U.S.) to complete the mission. Former Sec-
retary of Defense Robert Gates summed up 
Europe’s contribution to the Libya operation:

[W]hile every alliance member voted for the 
Libya mission, less than half have participated 
at all, and fewer than a third have been willing 
to participate in the strike mission. Frankly, 
many of those allies sitting on the sidelines do 
so not because they do not want to par-
ticipate, but simply because they can’t. The 
military capabilities simply aren’t there.62

The lack of defense investment by Euro-
peans has also had a direct impact on recent 
overseas operations. At the height of the com-
bat operations in Afghanistan, many Euro-
pean NATO members were having difficulty 
deploying just dozens of troops at a time. The 
Europeans’ contribution to the air campaign 
against the Islamic State has been meager 
considering the size of their air forces. When 
Europeans do send troops, many are often 
restricted by numerous nationally imposed 

limitations on their activities (commonly 
called “caveats”). In Afghanistan, examples 
included no flying at night or no combat pa-
trols beyond a certain distance from a base 
that limits their usefulness to the NATO com-
mander.63 In the campaign against the Islamic 
State, the few European countries that are 
conducting air strikes will do so only in Iraq 
even though the terrorist group is very active 
(and has its headquarters) in Syria. Lack of 
naval investment is also problematic. Jamie 
Shea, NATO’s Deputy Assistant Secretary 
General for Emerging Security Challenges, 
stated in May 2016 that a “lack of ships” is a 
growing problem for the alliance.64This lack 
of capability is mainly the result of a decrease 
in defense investment by the members of 
NATO since the end of the Cold War and a 
lack of political will to use military capability 
when and where it is needed.

Germany. In 2015, Germany announced 
plans to increase defense spending by 6.2 per-
cent over five years.65 In 2016, its defense bud-
get increased by €1.2 billion.66 The planned 
increase will raise the overall defense budget 
from €34.3 billion in 2016 to €39.2 billion by 
2020.67 However, at 1.2 percent of GDP in 2015, 
German defense spending is still well below 
the NATO benchmark of 2 percent of GDP.68 
Germany reportedly will focus increased de-
fense euros “on cyber defense and naval capa-
bilities as well as aerial surveillance.”69

The German military struggles with equip-
ment that is in disrepair or short supply. In 
2015, Germany spent only 13.3 percent of its 
defense budget on equipment,70 well below 
the 25 percent, 23.4 percent, and 26.1 percent 
spent by France, the U.K., and the U.S., respec-
tively. The results of this underinvestment are 
evident. According to news descriptions of a 
Bundestag report, for example, only seven of 
43 German naval helicopters are flightworthy, 
only one of four German submarines is opera-
tional, and only 70 of 80 GTK Boxer Armored 
Vehicles are fit for deployment.71

The air force faces similar challenges. In 
2014, according to a parliamentary report, 
less than half of Germany’s fighter jets were 
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ready for use,72 and in December 2015, a de-
fense ministry report revealed that the situ-
ation had further deteriorated to the point 
where only 29 of 66 German Tornadoes were 
airworthy.73 Worse still, the Tornadoes cur-
rently flying surveillance missions over Iraq 
and Syria cannot “fly night missions because 
of a glare problem involving cockpit displays 
and pilots’ goggles.”74 Germany continues to 
utilize a 50-year-old transport plane because 
of a five-year delay in delivery of new Airbus 
A400M transports.75

In September 2015, the German govern-
ment announced plans to phase out the army’s 
standard G36 rifle starting in 2019 after em-
barrassing reports that the G36 loses accura-
cy when sustaining fire in hot temperatures.76 
Funding for equipment for the army, however, 
was increased by 8.4 percent in 2015.77

The German forces participating in a 
NATO training exercise in Norway substi-
tuted broomsticks for machine guns that 
they did not have.78 The units involved are 
assigned to the Spearhead force, which was 
created at the Wales summit as a key element 
in NATO’s response to Russian aggression 
against Ukraine.79 German Defense Minis-
ter Ursula von der Leyen has admitted that 
Germany is currently unable to meet NATO’s 
readiness targets.80 In an especially embar-
rassing episode, German soldiers taking part 
in the Cold Response 2016 exercise in Norway 
in February and March 2016 had to leave early 
after 12 days because they had exceeded their 
overtime limits.81

The German army, buoyed by conscription, 
was 585,000 strong in 1990 at the end of the 
Cold War.82 Today, the Bundeswehr has only 
177,000 members.83 Germany will add 7,000 
new positions by 2023.84 The decision marks 
the first time since the end of the Cold War 
that the German army has added troops to 
its ranks. Additionally, civilian personnel in 
the army will rise from the current 56,000 to 
60,400, an addition of 4,400 civilians on top of 
the 7,000 increase in soldiers.85 In May 2016, 
the German Defense Minister announced that 
the government would seek parliamentary 

approval to remove the 185,000-person cap 
for the Bundeswehr.86

Germany will spend 240 million euros to 
keep dual-capable Tornado aircraft, an im-
portant piece of NATO’s nuclear deterrent, 
flying until 2024.87 However, it is also cutting 
procurement and decommissioning certain 
specific capabilities, a burden that will fall 
primarily on its army and air force. Germany 
has announced procurement of 18 Sea Lion-
variant helicopters and 82 tactical transport 
helicopters from Airbus, reportedly to com-
pensate for cancelled and reduced procure-
ment elsewhere.88

At the United Nations in September 2014, 
German Foreign Minister Frank-Walter 
Steinmeier called for greater German engage-
ment in the world, but he focused principally 
on diplomatic rather than military engage-
ment.89 Germany has supplied weapons to 
Kurdish troops fighting ISIS in Iraq, including 
rifles and MILAN anti-tank guided missiles 
and Panzerfaust 3 rockets.90 In 2016, it also 
increased the number of trainers it has on the 
ground in Iraq, but they are not allowed to en-
gage in offensive operations.91

Overall, Germany has been increasing its 
military participation abroad. As of December 
2015, 2,696 German soldiers were deployed 
overseas.92 Included in this number are con-
tributions to NATO’s KFOR peacekeeping 
mission in Kosovo and NATO’s Operation 
Active Fence in Turkey.93 In early 2016, Ger-
many also increased its troop contribution 
to NATO’s Resolute Support Mission in Af-
ghanistan to 980 soldiers, the second-largest 
contribution after the U.S.94 Germany partici-
pates in the EU Training Mission in Mali and 
in 2016 sent an additional 500 soldiers to sup-
port the U.N. Multidimensional Integrated 
Stabilization Mission in Mali.95 Germany has 
elected not to participate in the air campaign 
to bomb ISIS targets, although in 2016 it did 
send six Tornadoes to fly reconnaissance mis-
sions over Iraq and Syria, as well as a frigate to 
assist in protecting the French aircraft carrier 
Charles de Gaulle.96 From September 2015–
January 2016, Germany contributed four 
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Typhoons to Baltic Air Policing. It also has 
pledged 1,000 troops for the Very High Readi-
ness Joint Task Force (VJTF), the spearhead 
force created after the NATO Wales summit.97

Despite increased engagement overseas, 
however, Germany has pushed back against 
NATO efforts to base troops and heavy weap-
ons permanently in Eastern Europe.98 Ger-
many is hemmed in by a largely historical 
legacy of public reluctance to support stron-
ger military engagement beyond its borders. 
A Bertelsmann Foundation poll in April 2016 
found that only 31 percent of Germans would 
support sending German troops to defend the 
Baltic States or Poland from Russian attack.99 
As a result, German military contributions to 
NATO remain limited. Budget increases are 
still modest, and with much more time and 
money needed to build real defense capa-
bilities, Germany will continue to be an eco-
nomic powerhouse with mismatched mili-
tary capabilities.

France. Although France rejoined NATO’s 
Integrated Command Structure in 2009, it 
remains outside the alliance’s nuclear plan-
ning group. France spent 1.8 percent of GDP 
on defense in 2015, spending a quarter of its 
defense budget on equipment (only Luxem-
bourg, Poland, Turkey, and the U.S. spend a 
higher percentage on equipment).100 France 
had a defense budget of €31.4 billion in 2015; 
by 2019, the budget is expected to total €34 
billion.101 While the country kept a NATO 
Wales summit commitment to protect de-
fense from further budget cuts, its defense 
spending remains well below 2 percent of 
GDP. François Heisbourg has likened French 
defense spending under President Hollande 
and his predecessor Nicolas Sarkozy to “slow 
erosion, rather than severe cuts.”102

Despite this erosion, France maintains a 
competent, professional military with robust 
capabilities. France has a 209,000-strong ac-
tive military force103 that includes 200 tanks; 
one aircraft carrier; 10 submarines, four of 
which are ballistic missile submarines; 202 
combat aircraft; and 80 transport aircraft.104 
France also remains politically and militarily 

dedicated to retaining an independent nucle-
ar deterrent. Approximately one-fourth of 
France’s defense acquisition budget is spent 
on the nation’s nuclear deterrent.105 In Febru-
ary 2015, President Hollande reiterated the 
French commitment to maintaining this de-
terrent: “The international context does not 
allow for any weakness…. [T]he era of nuclear 
deterrence is therefore not over.”106

France withdrew the last of its troops in 
Afghanistan at the end of 2014, although all 
French combat troops had left in 2012. All 
told, France lost 89 soldiers and 700 wounded 
in Afghanistan.107 In September 2014, France 
launched Operation Chammal, its contribu-
tion to the air campaign against the Islamic 
State in Iraq. In February 2015, the aircraft 
carrier Charles de Gaulle joined the operation, 
halving the flying time needed for French 
fighters to strike targets in Iraq. Previously, 
all of France’s fighters had flown from bases 
in the United Arab Emirates or Jordan.108 The 
Charles de Gaulle left the Persian Gulf in April 
2015 but returned to the eastern Mediterra-
nean in late November 2015 to strike targets 
in Syria.109 In September 2015, a year after 
the commencement of Operation Chammal, 
France launched its first air strikes against 
targets in Syria.110

France has 1,000 soldiers,111 one frigate, 
eight Mirage and six Rafale fighter jets, one 
air-to-air refueling plane, one AWACS, and 
one maritime patrol aircraft,112 in addition to 
the approximately 26 aircraft on the Charles 
De Gaulle, involved in operations against 
ISIS.113 In December 2015, a French com-
mander aboard the Charles de Gaulle took 
command of U.S. Naval Forces Central Com-
mand’s Task Force 50, overseeing naval strike 
operations against ISIS.114 It was the first time 
a French officer had ever commanded a U.S. 
Navy task force.115

The French military is also active in Africa, 
particularly in countries where France main-
tains cultural and historical ties. France has 
over 3,000 troops, 17 helicopters, 200 tanks, 
and six fighter jets involved in anti-terror-
ism operations in Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, 
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Mauritania, and Niger as part of Operation 
Barkhane.116 In 2016, France will end Opera-
tion Sangaris in the Central African Repub-
lic (CAR), begun in 2013, but 300 of France’s 
900 troops currently in the CAR will remain 
as part of the U.N. Peacekeeping mission and 
EU training mission there.117 France also con-
tinues to take part in the EU’s ATALANTA 
anti-piracy mission off the coast of Somalia 
and its own anti-piracy mission in the Gulf of 
Guinea118 in addition to a host of smaller U.N. 
and EU peacekeeping and training missions 
in Africa and Lebanon.119

The French economy continues to sputter 
along, growing by 0.5 percent in the first quar-
ter of 2016;120 an enormous debt hampers an 
economy in need of structural reforms. Many 
analysts believe that under the current real-
ity, “it is unlikely that France will be able to 
return to sustained economic growth and thus 
broaden its budget base.”121 The lagging econo-
my has put further pressure on investments in 
defense. However, in November, in the wake of 
terrorist attacks in Paris, President Hollande 
announced that planned cuts in defense per-
sonnel will be deferred through 2019.122

The political and economic importance of 
the defense industry in France impedes deep 
defense cuts but does not prevent them alto-
gether. The defense industry is so important, 
both in terms of cash flow to France’s coffers 
and to its prestige as a significant supplier of 
arms and advanced equipment, that the gov-
ernment waited months following Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine to suspend indefinitely 
its delivery to Russia of two Mistral war-
ships. The sale was finally cancelled in Au-
gust 2015,123 and France sold the mistrals to 
Egypt.124 (The Egyptian navy is slated to take 
delivery of the mistrals by September 2016,125 
and France is reported to have paid Russia $1.1 
billion for cancellation of the sale.126) In Feb-
ruary 2015, France signed a deal with Egypt to 
export 24 Rafale fighter jets, the first foreign 
order for the planes.127 In March 2016, Qatar 
and France signed a $7.5 billion deal for 24 Ra-
fale jets and an undisclosed number of MBDA 
missiles, including training for 36 pilots and 

100 mechanics.128 In April 2016, the French 
group DCNS won a contract from Australia to 
build 12 submarines worth an estimated €34 
billion.129 According to the French defense in-
dustry group GIFAS, orders were 2.3 percent 
higher in 2015 than in 2014.130

The United Kingdom. America’s most 
important bilateral relationship in Europe 
is the Special Relationship with the United 
Kingdom. Culturally, both countries value 
liberal democracy, a free-market economy, 
and human rights at a time when many other 
nations around the world are rejecting those 
values. The U.S. and the U.K. also face the 
same global security challenges: a resurgent 
Russia, the rise of the Islamic State, increas-
ing cyber attacks, and nuclear proliferation 
in Iran.

In his famous 1946 “Sinews of Peace” 
speech—now better known as his “Iron Cur-
tain” speech—Winston Churchill described 
the Anglo–American relationship as one that 
is based, first and foremost, on defense and 
military cooperation. From the sharing of 
intelligence to the transfer of nuclear tech-
nology, a high degree of military cooperation 
has helped to make the Special Relationship 
between the U.S. and the U.K. unique. Then-
U.K. Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher made 
clear the essence of the Special Relationship 
between the U.K. and the U.S. when she first 
met then-U.S.S.R. President Mikhail Gor-
bachev in 1984: “I am an ally of the United 
States. We believe the same things, we believe 
passionately in the same battle of ideas, we 
will defend them to the hilt. Never try to sepa-
rate me from them.”131

Since the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the United 
Kingdom has proven itself to be America’s 
number one military partner. For example, 
Britain provided 46,000 troops for the 2003 
invasion of Iraq. At the height of this commit-
ment, the U.K. also deployed 10,000 troops to 
one of the deadliest parts of Afghanistan—an 
area that at its peak accounted for 20 percent 
of the country’s total violence—while many 
other NATO allies operated in the relative 
safety of the North.
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In 2015, the U.K. conducted a defense re-

view, the results of which have driven a mod-
est increase in defense spending and an ef-
fort to reverse some of the cuts that had been 
implemented pursuant to the previous review 
in 2010. Though its military is small in com-
parison to the militaries of France and Ger-
many, the U.K. maintains the most effective 
armed forces in European NATO. In recent 
years, it has increased funding for its highly 
respected Special Forces. By 2020, the Royal 
Air Force (RAF) will operate a fleet of F-35 
and Typhoon fighter aircraft, the latter be-
ing upgraded to carry out ground attacks. The 
RAF recently brought into service a new fleet 
of air-to-air refuelers, which is particularly 
noteworthy because of the severe shortage 
of this capability in Europe. With the U.K., 
the U.S. produced and has jointly operated an 
intelligence-gathering platform, the RC-135 
Rivet Joint aircraft, which has already seen 
service in Mali, Nigeria, and Iraq and is now 
part of the RAF fleet.

The U.K. operates seven C-17 cargo planes 
and has started to bring the European A400M 
cargo aircraft into service after years of delays. 
The 2015 defense review recommended keep-
ing 14 C-130Js in service even though they 
initially were going to be removed from the 
force structure. The Sentinel R1, an airborne 
battlefield and ground surveillance aircraft, 
originally was due to be removed from the 
force structure in 2015, but its service is be-
ing extended to at least 2025, and the U.K. will 
soon start operating the P-8 Poseidon mari-
time patrol aircraft. The U.S. and U.K. are in 
discussions with regard to filling the U.K.’s an-
tisubmarine gap until the new P-8s come into 
service in 2019.132 In November 2015, a French 
maritime patrol aircraft had to assist the Roy-
al Navy in searching for a Russian submarine 
off the coast of Scotland.133

The Royal Navy’s surface fleet is based 
on the new Type-45 Destroyer and the older 
Type-23 Frigate. The latter will be replaced 
by the Type-26 Global Combat Ship some-
time in the 2020s. In total, the U.K. operates 
only 19 frigates and destroyers, which most 

experts agree is dangerously low for the com-
mitment asked of the Royal Navy. Neverthe-
less, the Royal Navy still delivers a formida-
ble capability.

The U.K. will not have an aircraft car-
rier in service until around 2020 when the 
first Queen Elizabeth-class carrier enters 
service. This will be the largest carrier oper-
ated in Europe. Two of her class will be built, 
and both will enter service. Additionally, the 
Royal Navy is introducing seven Astute-class 
attack submarines as it phases out its older 
Trafalgar-class. Crucially, the U.K. maintains 
a fleet of 13 Mine Counter Measure Vessels 
(MCMVs) that deliver world-leading capabil-
ity and play an important role in Persian Gulf 
security contingency planning.

Perhaps the Royal Navy’s most important 
contribution is its continuous-at-sea, sub-
marine-based nuclear deterrent based on the 
Vanguard-class ballistic missile submarine 
and the Trident missile. In July 2016, the 
House of Commons voted to renew Trident, 
approving the manufacture of four replace-
ment submarines. However, the replacement 
submarines are not expected to enter service 
until 2028 at the earliest.134

Turkey. Turkey has been an important 
U.S. ally since the closing days of World War 
II. During the Korean War, it deployed a total 
of 15,000 troops and suffered 721 killed in ac-
tion and more than 2,000 wounded. Turkey 
joined NATO in 1952, one of only two NATO 
members (the other was Norway) that had a 
land border with the Soviet Union. Today, it 
continues to play an active role in the alliance, 
but not without challenges. A significant low 
point in U.S.–Turkish relations came in 2003 
when the Turkish parliament voted by a small 
margin (264 to 250) to deny the U.S. access 
to its territory for an invasion of Iraq. Under 
the leadership of President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan, Turkey has been a challenging part-
ner for the West, but it remains an important 
partner and NATO member.

Turkey is vitally important to Europe’s 
energy security. It is the gateway to the re-
source-rich Caucasus and Caspian Basin and 
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controls the Bosporus, one of the most impor-
tant shipping straits in the world. Several ma-
jor gas and oil pipelines run through Turkey. 
As new oilfields are developed in the Central 
Asian states, and given Europe’s dependence 
on Russian oil and gas, Turkey can be expect-
ed to play an increasingly important role in 
Europe’s energy security.

On July 15, 2016, elements of the Turkish 
armed forces attempted a coup d’état against 
the increasingly Islamist-leaning leadership 
of President Erdogan. This was the fourth 
coup since 1960 (the fifth if one counts the so-
called post-modern coup in 1997). In each pre-
vious case, the military had been successful, 
and democracy was returned to the people; in 
this case, however, Erdogan immediately en-
forced a state of emergency and cracked down 
on many aspects of government, the military, 
and civil society. Tens of thousands of civil 
servants, judges, and academics have been 
arrested, dismissed, or banned from interna-
tional travel. Approximately one-third of all 
general officers in the Turkish military have 
been dismissed. Although all opposition par-
ties condemned the coup attempt, the failed 
plot has enabled Erdogan to consolidate more 
power. His response to the coup has further 
eroded Turkey’s democracy, once consid-
ered a model for the region. Senior govern-
ment officials’ erratic and at times hyperbolic 
statements alleging U.S. involvement in the 
coup, combined with Erdogan’s rapproche-
ment with Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
have brought U.S.–Turkish relations to an all-
time low.

Notwithstanding the fallout from the coup, 
U.S. security interests in the region lend con-
siderable importance to America’s relation-
ship with Turkey . Turkey is home to Incir-
lik Air Base, a major U.S. and NATO air base. 
After an initial period of vacillation in deal-
ing with the threat from the Islamic State, a 
spate of ISIS attacks that rocked the country 
has led Turkey to play a bigger role in attack-
ing the terrorist group, and Turkey’s military 
contribution to international security op-
erations still sets it apart from many of the 

nations of Western Europe. The Turks have 
deployed thousands of troops to Afghanistan 
and have commanded the International Secu-
rity Assistance Force (ISAF) twice since 2002. 
Turkey continues to maintain more than 
500 troops in Afghanistan as part of NATO’s 
Resolute Support mission, making it the fifth-
largest troop contributor out of 40 nations. 
The Turks also have contributed to a num-
ber of peacekeeping missions in the Balkans, 
still maintain almost 400 troops in Kosovo, 
and have participated in counterpiracy and 
counterterrorism missions off the Horn of Af-
rica. They also deployed planes, frigates, and 
submarines during the NATO-led operation 
in Libya.

Turkey’s 510,600-strong active-duty mili-
tary is NATO’s second-largest after that of the 
United States. A number of major procure-
ment programs in the works include up to 
250 new Altay main battle tanks, 350 T-155 
Fırtına 155mm self-propelled howitzers, six 
Type-214 submarines, and more than 50 
T-129 attack helicopters.135

With respect to procurement, the big-
gest area of contention between Turkey and 
NATO is Turkey’s selection of a missile de-
fense system. In September 2013, Turkey 
selected China Precision Machinery Import–
Export Corporation (CPMIEC) for a $3.44 
billion deal to provide the system. NATO has 
said that no Chinese-built system could be in-
tegrated into any NATO or American missile 
defense system. U.S. officials also have warned 
that any Turkish company that acts as a local 
subcontractor in the program would face seri-
ous U.S. sanctions because CPMIEC has been 
sanctioned under the Iran, North Korea, and 
Syria Nonproliferation Act.136 After increased 
pressure from NATO allies, Ankara opened 
parallel talks with Eurosam, the European 
maker of the Aster 30, and Raytheon/Lock-
heed Martin, the U.S. company offering the 
Patriot system. As of October 9, 2015, a final 
decision had not been made.

The challenge for U.S. and NATO policy-
makers will be to determine whether the af-
termath of the coup represents a long-term 
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shift in Turkey’s foreign policy or whether 
Erdogan’s leadership of Turkey is simply an 
anomaly in an otherwise constructive and 
fruitful security relationship that has lasted 
for decades.

The Baltic States. The U.S. has a long his-
tory of championing the sovereignty and ter-
ritorial integrity of the Baltic States that dates 
back to the interwar period of the 1920s. Since 
regaining their independence from Russia in 
the early 1990s, the Baltic States have been 
staunch supporters of the transatlantic re-
lationship. Although small in absolute terms, 
the three countries contribute significantly to 
NATO in relative terms.

Estonia. Estonia has been a leader in the 
Baltics in terms of defense spending and is one 
of five NATO members to meet the 2 percent 
of GDP spending benchmark.137 Although the 
Estonian armed forces total only 5,750 active 
duty service personnel (including the army, 
navy, and air force),138 they are held in high re-
gard by their NATO partners and punch well 
above their weight inside the alliance. Since 
1996, almost 1,500 Estonian soldiers have 
served in the Balkans. Between 2003 and 2011, 
455 served in Iraq. Perhaps Estonia’s most im-
pressive deployment has been to Afghanistan: 
more than 2,000 troops deployed between 
2003 and 2014 and the second-highest num-
ber of deaths per capita among all 28 NATO 
members. In 2015, Estonia reintroduced con-
scription for men ages 18–27, who must serve 
eight or 11 months before being added to the 
reserve rolls.139

Estonia has demonstrated that it takes 
defense and security policy seriously, focus-
ing its defense policy on improving defensive 
capabilities at home while maintaining the 
ability to be a strategic actor abroad. Over 
the next few years, Estonia will increase from 
one to two the number of brigades in the or-
der of battle. The goal is to see 50 percent of 
all land forces with the capability to deploy 
beyond national borders. Mindful of NATO’s 
benchmark that each member should spend 
2 percent of GDP on defense, there is a plan-
ning assumption inside the Estonian Ministry 

of Defense that up to 10 percent of the armed 
forces will always be deployed overseas. Esto-
nia is also making efforts to increase the size 
of its rapid reaction reserve force from 18,000 
to 21,000 troops by 2022. This increase and 
modernization includes the recently created 
Cyber Defence League, a reserve force that 
relies heavily on expertise found in the civil-
ian sector.

Latvia. Latvia’s recent military experience 
has also been centered on operations in Iraq 
and Afghanistan alongside NATO and U.S. 
forces. Latvia has deployed more than 3,000 
troops to Afghanistan, and between 2003 and 
2008, it deployed 1,165 troops to Iraq. In ad-
dition, Latvia has contributed to a number of 
other international peacekeeping and mili-
tary missions. These are significant numbers 
considering that only 5,310 of Latvia’s troops 
are full-time servicemembers; the remainder 
are reserves.140

Latvia’s 2012 Defense Concept is an ambi-
tious document that charts a path to a bright 
future for the Latvian National Armed Forces 
if followed closely and resourced properly. 
Latvia plans that a minimum of 8 percent of 
its professional armed forces will be deployed 
at any one time but will train to ensure that no 
less than 50 percent will be combat-ready to 
deploy overseas if required. The government 
has stated that the NATO benchmark of 2 per-
cent of GDP in defense spending will be met 
by 2018,141 and spending will be increasing 
steadily until then. Each year, no less than 20 
percent of the Latvian defense budget will be 
allocated to modernizing and procuring new 
military equipment. Latvian Special Forces 
are well respected by their American coun-
terparts. Latvia has continued to upgrade its 
ground-based air defense system, ordering 
seven new Sentinel radars from the U.S. in 
2015.142

Lithuania. Lithuania is the largest of the 
three Baltic States, and its armed forces to-
tal 16,400 active duty troops, an increase of 
50 percent from the previous year.143 Lithu-
ania has also shown steadfast commitment 
to international peacekeeping and military 
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operations. Between 1994 and 2010, more 
than 1,700 Lithuanian troops were deployed 
to the Balkans as part of NATO missions in 
Bosnia, Croatia, and Kosovo. Between 2003 
and 2011, Lithuania sent 930 troops to Iraq. 
Since 2002, just under 3,000 Lithuanian 
troops have served in Afghanistan, a notable 
contribution divided between a special op-
erations mission alongside U.S. and Latvian 
Special Forces and command of a Provisional 
Reconstruction Team (PRT) in Ghor Prov-
ince, making Lithuania one of only a handful 
of NATO members to have commanded a PRT.

Although Lithuania does not meet the 
NATO goal of 2 percent of GDP spent on de-
fense, like Latvia, it has pledged to do so by 
2018.144 In 2017, Lithuania plans to spend €725 
million on defense, approximately 1.8 percent 
of GDP.145 In addition, Lithuania’s decision to 
build a liquefied natural gas import facility at 
Klaipėda has begun to pay dividends, break-
ing Russia’s natural gas monopoly in the re-
gion. In 2016, Norway will overtake Russia as 
the top exporter of natural gas to Lithuania.146

Poland. Situated in the center of Europe, 
Poland shares a border with four NATO allies, 
a long border with Belarus and Ukraine, and 
a 144-mile border with Russia alongside the 
Kaliningrad Oblast. Poland also has a 65-mile 
border with Lithuania, making it the only 
NATO member state that borders any of the 
Baltic States, and NATO’s contingency plans 
for liberating the Baltic States in the event of 
a Russian invasion are reported to rely heav-
ily on Polish troops and ports.147 Poland has an 
active military force of almost 100,000,148 in-
cluding a 48,000-strong army with 971 main 
battle tanks.149 Poland’s Defense Minister has 
declared that “we envisage a fundamental in-
crease in the army, by at least 50 percent over 
the coming years, including the creation of 
three brigades for the territorial defense of 
the country on the eastern flank.”150

While Poland’s main focus is territorial 
defense, the country has 198 troops deployed 
in Afghanistan as part of NATO’s Resolute 
Support Mission.151 Additionally, Poland has 
discussed the possibility of sending F-16s to 

Syria to fly reconnaissance missions.152 Po-
land’s air force has taken part in Baltic Air Po-
licing six times since 2006 and most recently 
in the first half of 2015. In April 2016, Poland 
and the remaining three Visigrád Group na-
tions announced plans, starting in 2017, to be-
gin rotating units of 150 soldiers to the Baltics 
for three months.153

Current U.S. Military Presence in Europe
Former head of U.S. European Command 

General Philip Breedlove has aptly described 
the role of U.S. basing in Europe:

The mature network of U.S. operated bases 
in the EUCOM AOR provides superb training 
and power projection facilities in support of 
steady state operations and contingencies in 
Europe, Eurasia, Africa, and the Middle East. 
This footprint is essential to TRANSCOM’s 
global distribution mission and also pro-
vides critical basing support for intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance assets flying 
sorties in support of AFRICOM, CENTCOM, 
EUCOM, U.S. Special Operations Command, 
and NATO operations.154

At its peak in 1953, because of the Soviet 
threat to Western Europe, the U.S. had ap-
proximately 450,000 troops in Europe operat-
ing across 1,200 sites. During the early 1990s, 
both in response to a perceived reduction in 
the threat from Russia and as part of the so-
called peace dividend following the end of 
the Cold War, U.S. troop numbers in Europe 
were slashed. Between 1990 and 1993, the 
number of U.S. soldiers in Europe decreased 
from 213,000 to 122,000. Their use, however, 
actually increased; during that same period, 
the U.S. Army in Europe supported 42 deploy-
ments that required 95,579 personnel.

Until 2013, the U.S. Army had two heavy 
brigade combat teams in Europe, the 170th 
and 172nd BCTs in Germany; one airborne 
Infantry BCT, the 173rd Airborne Brigade in 
Italy; and one Stryker BCT, the 2nd Armored 
Calvary Regiment in Germany, permanently 
based in Europe. Deactivation of the 170th 
BCT in October 2012—slightly earlier than 
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the planned date of 2013—marked the end of 
a 50-year period during which U.S. combat 
soldiers had been stationed in Baumholder, 
Germany. Deactivation of the 172nd BCT 
took place in October 2013. In all, this meant 
that more than 10,000 soldiers were removed 
from Europe. Moreover, because these two 
heavy brigades constituted Europe’s pri-
mary armored force, their deactivation left 
a significant capability gap not only in the 
U.S. ground forces committed to Europe, but 
also in NATO’s capabilities, a concern noted 
by the 2005 Overseas Basing Commission, 
which warned against removing a heavy BCT 
from Europe.

When the decision was announced in 2012 
to bring two BCTs home, the Obama Admin-
istration said that the reduction in capability 
would be offset with a U.S.-based BCT that, 
when necessary, would rotate forces, normal-
ly at the battalion level, to Europe for training 
missions. This decision unsettled America’s 
allies because, in the words of General Breed-
love, “[p]ermanently stationed forces are a 
force multiplier that rotational deployments 
can never match.”155 Today, with only 65,000 
U.S. troops permanently based in Europe,156 

“[t]he challenge EUCOM faces is ensuring it 
is able to meet its strategic obligations while 
primarily relying on rotational forces from 
the continental United States.”157

The U.S. is on pace to have only 17 main 
operating bases left on the continent,158 pri-
marily in Germany, Italy, the United King-
dom, Turkey, and Spain. The number of U.S. 
installations in Europe has declined steadily 
since the Cold War when, for example, in 1990, 
the U.S. Army alone had more than 850 sites 
in Europe. Today, the total number for all ser-
vices is approximately 350. In January 2015, 
the Department of Defense announced the 
outcome of its European Infrastructure Con-
solidation review, under which 15 minor sites 
across Europe will be closed.159

The U.S. has three different types of mili-
tary installations in the European Com-
mand’s area of responsibility:

• Main operating bases are the large 
U.S. military installations with a 
relatively large number of perma-
nently based troops and well-estab-
lished infrastructure.

• Forward operating sites are intended 
for rotational forces rather than perma-
nently based forces. These installations 
tend to be scalable and adaptable depend-
ing on the circumstances.

• Cooperative security locations have lit-
tle or no permanent U.S. military presence 
and are usually maintained by contractor 
or host-nation support.

EUCOM’s stated mission is to conduct 
military operations, international military 
partnering, and interagency partnering to en-
hance transatlantic security and defend the 
United States as part of a forward defensive 
posture. EUCOM is supported by four service 
component commands and one subordinate 
unified command: U.S. Naval Forces Europe 
(NAVEUR); U.S. Army Europe (USAREUR); 
U.S. Air Forces in Europe (USAFE); U.S. Marine 
Forces Europe (MARFOREUR); and U.S. Spe-
cial Operations Command Europe (SOCEUR).

U.S. Naval Forces Europe. NAVEUR is 
responsible for providing overall command, 
operational control, and coordination for 
maritime assets in the EUCOM and Africa 
Command (AFRICOM) areas of responsibil-
ity. This includes more than 20 million square 
nautical miles of ocean and more than 67 per-
cent of the Earth’s coastline.

This command is currently provided by 
the U.S. Sixth Fleet based in Naples and brings 
critical U.S. maritime combat capability to an 
important region of the world. Some of the 
more notable U.S. naval bases in Europe in-
clude the Naval Air Station in Sigonella, Italy; 
the Naval Support Activity Base in Souda Bay, 
Greece; and the Naval Station at Rota, Spain. 
Naval Station Rota is home to four capable 
Aegis-equipped destroyers.160 In addition, 
the USS Mount Whitney, a Blue Ridge-class 
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command ship, is permanently based in the 
region. This ship provides a key command-
and-control platform that was employed suc-
cessfully during the early days of the recent 
Libyan operation.

In 2016, the Navy requested funds to up-
grade facilities at Keflavik Air Station in Ice-
land to enable operations of P-8 Poseidon 
aircraft in the region. The P-8, with a combat 
radius of 1,200 nautical miles, is capable of 
flying missions over the entirety of the GIUK 
(Greenland, Iceland, and United Kingdom) 
gap, which has seen an increase in Russian 
submarine activity.

The U.S. Navy also keeps a number of 
submarines in the area that contribute to 
EUCOM’s intelligence, surveillance, and re-
connaissance (ISR) capacities. The British 
Overseas Territory of Gibraltar, for example, 
frequently hosts U.S. nuclear-powered sub-
marines. Docking U.S. nuclear-powered sub-
marines in Spain is problematic and bureau-
cratic, making access to Gibraltar’s Z berths 
vital. Gibraltar is the best place in the Medi-
terranean to carry out repair work. Strong 
U.S.–U.K. military cooperation helps the U.S. 
to keep submarine assets integrated into the 
European theater. The U.S. Navy also has 
a fleet of P-3 Maritime Patrol Aircraft and 
EP-3 Reconnaissance Aircraft operating from 
U.S. bases in Italy, Greece, Spain, and Turkey. 
They complement the ISR capabilities of U.S. 
submarines.

U.S. Army Europe. USAREUR was estab-
lished in 1952. Then as today, the U.S. Army 
formed the bulk of U.S. forces in Europe. At 
the height of the Cold War, 277,000 soldiers 
and thousands of tanks, armored personnel 
carriers, and tactical nuclear weapons were 
positioned at the Army’s European bases. US-
AREUR also contributed to U.S. operations 
in the broader region, such as the U.S. inter-
vention in Lebanon in 1985, when it deployed 
8,000 soldiers for four months from bases in 
Europe. In the 1990s, after the fall of the Ber-
lin Wall, USAREUR continued to play a vital 
role in promoting U.S. interests in the region, 
especially in the Balkans.

USAREUR is headquartered in Wiesbaden, 
Germany. The core of USAREUR is formed 
around two BCTs and an aviation brigade lo-
cated in Germany and Italy. In addition, the 
U.S. Army’s 21st Theater Sustainment Com-
mand has helped the U.S. military presence in 
Europe to become an important logistics hub 
in support of Central Command.

In June 2015, the U.S. announced the re-
introduction into Europe of vehicles and 
equipment for one armored BCT. In Decem-
ber 2015, U.S. Army Europe and Army Mate-
riel Command began to store the European 
Activity Set (EAS) in prepositioned sites in 
Bulgaria, Lithuania, and Romania.161 The EAS 
equipment will remain in Europe; after it is 
upgraded and repaired, it will be transitioned 
into the core of the static Army Prepositioned 
Stocks (APS), first announced in February 
2016.162 The APS will be stored in Belgium, 
Germany, and the Netherlands.163 According 
to General Breedlove, while the U.S. plans to 
utilize preexisting locations for APS upgrades 
and storage, “new locations…may be needed 
given the 80% reduction of European infra-
structure over the past 25 years and NATO’s 
expansion along its eastern boundary.”164

The U.S. plans continuous troop rotations 
of U.S.-based armored brigade combat teams 
(ABCTs) to Europe. The additional rotational 
BCT in Europe will be in place by February 
2017.165 The ABCTs will be on nine-month 
rotations and will travel with their assigned 
equipment to Europe to demonstrate an abil-
ity to deploy troops and equipment from the 
U.S. to Europe.166

U.S. Air Forces in Europe. USAFE pro-
vides a forward-based air capability that can 
support a wide range of contingency opera-
tions ranging from direct combat operations 
in Afghanistan and Libya to humanitar-
ian assistance in Tunisia and Israel. USAFE 
originated as the 8th Air Force in 1942 and 
flew strategic bombing missions over the 
European continent during World War II. 
In August 1945, the 8th Air Force was redes-
ignated USAFE with 17,000 airplanes and 
450,000 personnel.
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Today, USAFE has seven main operating 

bases along with 114 geographically separated 
locations.167 The main operating bases are the 
RAF bases at Lakenheath and Mildenhall in 
the U.K., Ramstein and Spangdahlem Air Bas-
es in Germany, Lajes Field in the Azores, In-
cirlik Air Base in Turkey, and Aviano Air Base 
in Italy. As part of the European Infrastruc-
ture Consolidation process, RAF Milden-
hall, which houses KC-135 Stratotankers and 
3,900 American military personnel, is expect-
ed to close in the next few years. By 2020, RAF 
Lakenheath will be home to two squadrons of 
F-35s, making it the first location in Europe 
for the USAF’s new fighter jets.168 Approxi-
mately 39,000 active-duty, reserve, and civil-
ian personnel are assigned to USAFE.169

As part of ERI, in August 2015, the United 
States temporarily deployed F-22 Raptors 
to Europe for the first time, as four were de-
ployed to Spangdahlem Air base170 in Ger-
many for training exercises. The planes flew 
direct from Tyndall Air Force Base FL to Ger-
many to showcase an ability to quickly rein-
troduce air power to Europe.171 In August 2015, 
two F-22s172 flew briefly to Poland and Estonia 
as a test of ability to get in and out of airbases 
in eastern member states.173 The planes re-
turned to the U.S. in mid-September 2015.174

In April and May 2016, 12 F-22s from Tyn-
dall AFB were deployed to RAF Lakenheath 
for additional exercises.175 In April 2016, Ro-
mania’s Mihail Kogalniceanu Airport hosted 
two F-22s briefly for a NATO training exercise. 
The exercise to showcase rapid deployments 
to forward operating bases marked the first 
time F-22s had landed in Romania.176 Two F-
22s also deployed briefly from Lakenheath 
to Šiauliai Air Base in Lithuania.177 General 
Frank Gorenc, commander of U.S. Air Forces 
in Europe and U.S. Air Forces in Africa, said 
that the deployment was conducted to “test 
our infrastructure, aircraft capabilities and 
the talented Airmen and allies who will host 
these aircraft in Europe.”178

Additionally, in 2015, the U.S. sent three 
Theater Security Packages (TSPs) to Europe. 
The first consisted of 12 A-10C Thunderbolts 

from Arizona, deployed for six months from 
Spangdahlem, RAF Lakenheath, and Poland 
from February–August 2015.179 In April 2015, 
the second TSP, consisting of 12 F-15C fight-
ers from Florida and Oregon, was deployed to 
Leeuwarden airbase in the Netherlands be-
fore being deployed to Bulgaria.180 Nine of the 
F-15Cs returned to the U.S. at the end of June 
2015.181 In September 2015, a third TSP, con-
sisting of 12 A-10s from Georgia, was deployed 
for six months to Amari Air Base in Estonia 
for training exercises.182

In April 2016, the U.S. deployed a fourth 
TSP, consisting of 12 F-15C Eagles, to Europe 
for six months. Six F-15s were deployed to 
Leeuwarden in the Netherlands and took part 
in Exercise Frisian Flag. The remaining six F-
15s deployed to Keflavik, Iceland, to take part 
in NATO’s Air Policing mission there.183 The 
F-15s will forward deploy temporarily to Bul-
garia, Estonia, and Romania184 and remain in 
Europe until September 2016.185 Six F-15s and 
100 members of Oregon’s National Guard de-
ployed to Finland in May 2016.186

U.S. Marine Forces Europe. MARFO-
REUR was established in 1980. It was origi-
nally a “designate” component command, 
meaning that it was only a shell during peace-
time but could bolster its forces during war-
time. Its initial staff was 40 personnel based 
in London. By 1989, it had more than 180 Ma-
rines in 45 separate locations in 19 countries 
throughout the European theater. Today, the 
command is based in Boeblingen, Germany, 
and has approximately 1,500 Marines as-
signed to support EUCOM, NATO, and other 
operations, such as Operation Enduring Free-
dom.187 It was also dual-hatted as the Marine 
Corps Forces, Africa (MARFORAF) under Af-
rica Command in 2008.

In the past, MARFOREUR has supported U.S. 
Marine units deployed in the Balkans and the 
Middle East. MARFOREUR also supports the 
Norway Air Landed Marine Air Ground Task 
Force, the Marine Corps’ only land-based prepo-
sitioned stock. The Marine Corps has enough 
prepositioned stock in Norway to support a 
force of 13,000 Marines for 30 days, and the 
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Norwegian government covers half of the costs 
of the prepositioned storage. The prepositioned 
stock’s proximity to the Arctic region makes it 
of particular geostrategic importance.

Crucially, MARFOREUR provides the U.S. 
with rapid reaction capability to protect U.S. 
embassies in North Africa. The Special-Pur-
pose Marine Air-Ground Task Force–Crisis 
Response–Africa (SPMAGTF) is currently 
located in Spain, Italy, and Romania and pro-
vides a response force of 1,550 Marines.188 In 
July 2015, Spain and the United States signed 
the Third Protocol of Amendment to the U.S.–
Spanish Agreement for Defense and Coopera-
tion, which allows the U.S. Marine Corps to 
station up to 2,200 military personnel, 21 air-
craft, and 500 non-military employees per-
manently at Morón Air Base.189 The Defense 
Department states that “a surge capability 
was included in the amendment of another 
800 dedicated military crisis-response task 
force personnel and 14 aircraft at Moron, for 
a total of 3,500 U.S. military and civilian per-
sonnel and 35 aircraft.”190 This has been par-
ticularly important since the tragic events of 
September 2013, when the U.S. ambassador 
to Libya and three others were killed in Beng-
hazi, and the rise of the Islamic State, both 
in Libya as a result of the power vacuum left 
in the overthrow of the Qadhafi regime and 
elsewhere in North Africa. The Defense De-
partment also states that the Morón Air Base 
deployments have led in part to a 50 percent 
increase in joint training exercises over the 
past two years.191

The Marine Corps also maintains a Black 
Sea Rotational Force (BSRF) composed of 
rotational units sent to the Black Sea region 
to conduct training events with regional 
partners. In FY 2017, the BSRF is expected 
to receive $18 million to “increase the vol-
ume and scope of engagements with NATO 
Allies and partners conducted from Mihail 
Kogălniceanu (MK) Air Base, Romania and 
Novo Selo, Bulgaria.”192

U.S. Special Operations Command Eu-
rope. SOCEUR is the only subordinate uni-
fied command under EUCOM. Its origins are 

in the Support Operations Command Eu-
rope, and it was initially based in Paris. This 
headquarters provided peacetime planning 
and operational control of special operations 
forces during unconventional warfare in EU-
COM’s area of responsibility. In 1955, the 
headquarters was reconfigured as a joint task 
force and was renamed Support Operations 
Task Force Europe (SOTFE) and later Special 
Operations Task Force Europe. When French 
President Charles de Gaulle forced American 
troops out of France in 1966, SOTFE relocat-
ed to its current headquarters in Panzer Kas-
erne near Stuttgart, Germany, in 1967. It also 
operates out of RAF Mildenhall. In 1982, it 
was redesignated for a fourth time as U.S. Spe-
cial Operations Command Europe.

Due to the sensitive nature of special op-
erations, publicly available information is 
scarce. However, it has been documented 
that SOCEUR elements participated in vari-
ous capacity-building missions and civilian 
evacuation operations in Africa; took an ac-
tive role in the Balkans in the mid-1990s and 
in combat operations in the Iraq and Afghani-
stan wars; and most recently supported AF-
RICOM’s Operation Odyssey Dawn in Libya. 
SOCEUR also plays an important role in joint 
training with European allies; since June 
2014, it has maintained an almost continu-
ous presence in the Baltic States and Poland 
in order to train special operations forces in 
those countries.193 SOCEUR is expected to 
receive an additional $25 million in FY 2017 
for an increased presence in Eastern Europe. 
The initiative will help allies to “counter ma-
lign influence” while expanding partnerships 
between U.S. National Guard units and Euro-
pean allies’ special operations forces.194

EUCOM has played an important role in 
supporting other combatant commands, such 
as CENTCOM and AFRICOM. Out of the 
65,000 U.S. troops based in Europe, almost 
10,000 are there to support other combatant 
commands. The facilities available in EU-
COM allowed the U.S. to play a leading role in 
combating Ebola in western Africa during the 
2014 outbreak.
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In addition to CENTCOM and AFRICOM, 

U.S. troops in Europe have worked closely 
with U.S. Cyber Command (CYBERCOM) to 
implement Department of Defense cyber pol-
icy in Europe and to bolster the cyber defense 
capabilities of America’s European partners. 
This work has included hosting a number of 
cyber-related conferences and joint exercises 
with European partners.

In the past year, there have been signifi-
cant advancements in improving cyber secu-
rity in Europe. EUCOM’s first Cyber Combat 
Mission Team (CMT) and Cyber Protection 
Team (CPT) recently reached initial opera-
tional capability. These teams will provide the 
U.S. with new capabilities to protect systems, 
information, and infrastructure.195 EUCOM 
has also supported CYBERCOM’s work in-
side NATO by becoming a full member of the 
NATO Cooperative Cyber Defense Center of 
Excellence in Tallinn, Estonia.

U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Europe
In addition to the French and British nu-

clear capabilities, the U.S. maintains tactical 
nuclear weapons in Europe. It is believed that 
until the end of the Cold War, the U.S. main-
tained approximately 2,500 nuclear warheads 
in Europe. Unofficial estimates put the cur-
rent figure at between 150 and 200 warheads 
based in Italy, Turkey, Germany, Belgium, 
and the Netherlands.196 All of these weapons 
are free-fall gravity bombs designed for use 
with U.S. and allied dual-capable aircraft. The 
bombs are undergoing a Life Extension Pro-
gram that it is anticipated will add at least 20 
years to the weapons’ life span.197

While some in NATO have suggested that 
American tactical nuclear weapons in Europe 
are a Cold War anachronism and should be re-
moved from the continent, NATO’s 2012 De-
terrence and Defense Posture Review (DDPR) 
affirmed that “nuclear weapons are a core 
component of NATO’s overall capabilities for 
deterrence and defence alongside conven-
tional and missile defence forces.”198 As if to 
underscore NATO’s continued concern about 
sustaining a nuclear deterrent capability, 

Russia has acted in ways that highlight its sta-
tus as a potent nuclear weapons power with 
an extensive nuclear weapons modernization 
program. Further, it has repeatedly violated 
a host of arms control agreements, includ-
ing the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces 
Treaty, which is particularly relevant for the 
European allies.

Key Infrastructure and 
Warfighting Capabilities

Perhaps one of the major advantages of 
having U.S. forces in Europe is the access 
it provides to logistical infrastructure. For 
example, EUCOM supports the U.S. Trans-
portation Command (TRANSCOM) with its 
array of airbases and access to ports through-
out Europe.

EUCOM supported TRANSCOM with 
work on the Northern Distribution Network 
(NDN), which supplied U.S. troops in Af-
ghanistan during major combat operations 
there. For example, in 2011, when the security 
situation in Pakistan did not allow passage for 
NATO supplies, EUCOM’s Deployment and 
Distribution Operations Center moved 21,574 
containers and 32,206 tons of equipment 
through Europe to Afghanistan over the NDN. 
EUCOM could not support these TRANS-
COM initiatives without the infrastructure 
and relationships established by the perma-
nent U.S. military presence in Europe.

Europe is a mature and advanced operat-
ing environment. America’s decades-long 
presence there means that the U.S. has tried 
and tested systems that involve moving large 
numbers of matériel and personnel into, in-
side, and out of the continent. This offers an 
operating environment second to none in 
terms of logistical capability. For example, 
there are more than 166,000 miles of rail 
line in Europe (not including Russia), and 
an estimated 90 percent of roads in Europe 
are paved. The U.S. enjoys access to a wide 
array of airfields and ports across the con-
tinent. Major European ports used by the 
U.S. military include Rotterdam, the Nether-
lands; Bremerhaven, Germany; and Livorno, 
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Italy. The Rhine River also offers access to the 
heartland of Europe. General Gorenc has de-
scribed plans to use additional funds from the 
ERI to further develop airfields in Eastern Eu-
rope, citing the Baltics, Poland, Romania, and 
Bulgaria as potential projects.199 Such airfield 
infrastructure projects could help to make 
airfields in Eastern Europe “an easier place 
to go to accomplish what I call high-volume/
high velocity kind of operations.”200

More often than not, the security interests 
of the United States will coincide with those 
of its European allies. This means that access 
to bases and logistical infrastructure is usu-
ally guaranteed. However, there have been 
times when certain European countries have 
not allowed access to their territory for U.S. 
military operations.

In 1986, U.S. intelligence connected the ter-
rorist bombing of a nightclub in West Germany 
to the Libyan government and responded with 
an air strike. On April 15, 1986, the U.S. Air 
Force in Europe struck a number of Libyan 
military assets in retaliation. Because France, 
Spain, and Italy prohibited use of their air-
space due to domestic political concerns, the 
U.S. aircraft flew around the Iberian Peninsula, 
which required multiple in-flight refuelings.201

In 2003, on the eve of the U.S. invasion of 
Iraq, the Turkish Parliament voted to prevent 
the U.S. from using Turkish territory to open 
a northern front. Thankfully, the U.S. had ac-
cess to excellent logistical infrastructure in 
Italy. The 173rd Airborne Brigade had moved 
all of its equipment by rail to the port of Livor-
no for movement to Kuwait by sea. Despite 
the Turkish decision to refuse use of its coun-
try for offensive operations, the brigade was 
still able to move it all back rapidly by rail to 
Aviano Air Base so that it could be parachuted 
into Northern Iraq.

Some of the world’s most important ship-
ping lanes are also in the European region. In 
fact, the world’s busiest shipping lane is the 
English Channel, through which 500 ships 
a day transit, not including small boats and 
pleasure craft. Approximately 90 percent of 
the world’s trade travels by sea. Given the high 

volume of maritime traffic in the European re-
gion, no U.S. or NATO military operation can 
be undertaken without consideration of how 
these shipping lanes offer opportunity—and 
risk—to America and her allies. In addition to 
the English Channel, other important ship-
ping routes in Europe include the Strait of 
Gibraltar; the Turkish Straits (including the 
Dardanelles and the Bosporus); the Northern 
Sea Route; and the Danish Straits.

Strait of Gibraltar. The Strait of Gibraltar 
connects the Mediterranean Sea with the At-
lantic Ocean and separates North Africa from 
Gibraltar and Spain on the southernmost 
point of the Iberian Peninsula. The strait is 
about 40 miles long and approximately eight 
miles wide at its narrowest point. More than 
200 cargo vessels pass through the Strait of 
Gibraltar every day, carrying cargoes to Asia, 
Europe, Africa, and the Americas.

The strait’s proximity to North Africa, 
combined with its narrowness, has presented 
security challenges for U.S. and allied war-
ships. In 2002, Moroccan security forces 
foiled an al-Qaeda plot to attack U.S. and 
U.K. naval ships in the Strait of Gibraltar us-
ing the same tactics that had been used in 
the USS Cole attack. A 2014 article in the al-
Qaeda English-language publication Resur-
gence urged attacks on oil tankers and cargo 
ships crossing the Strait of Gibraltar as a way 
to cause “phenomenal” damage to the world 
economy.202 The Spanish enclave of Ceuta off 
the coast of North Africa is less than 18 miles 
across the strait from Gibraltar. This past year, 
Ceuta has seen several arrests of ISIS recruit-
ers and suppliers of bomb-making equipment 
and weapons. In April 2015, Spanish officials 
claimed to have uncovered Europe’s first all-
female jihadi ring in Ceuta.203 Ceuta is fre-
quently utilized by the Russian Navy as a stop-
over and resupply point. Since 2011, over 50 
Russian Navy vessels have stopped there.204

The Turkish Straits (Including the Dar-
danelles and the Bosporus). These straits 
are long and narrow: 40 and 16 miles long, re-
spectively, with the narrowest point in the Bos-
porus, which connects the Black Sea with the 
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Sea of Marmara, only 765 yards wide. Approxi-
mately 46,000 ships each year transit the strait, 
including more than 5,600 tankers.205

The 1936 Montreux Convention gave Tur-
key control of the Bosporus and placed limita-
tions on the number, transit time, and tonnage 
of naval ships from non–Black Sea countries 
that can use the strait and operate in the Black 
Sea.206 This places limitations on U.S. Navy op-
eration in the Black Sea. However, even with 
these limitations, the U.S. Navy had a presence 
on the Black Sea for 207 days in 2014.207

The Northern Sea Route. As ice dissi-
pates during the summer months, new ship-
ping lanes offer additional trade opportuni-
ties in the Arctic. The Northern Sea Route 
along the Russian coast reduces a trip from 
Hamburg to Shanghai by almost 4,000 miles, 
cuts a week off delivery times, and saves ap-
proximately $650,000 in fuel costs per ship. 
However, realization of the NSR’s full poten-
tial lies far in the future. In 2015, only 18 ships 
made the journey.208

GIUK Gap. This North Atlantic naval cor-
ridor between Greenland, Iceland, and the 
United Kingdom is strategically vital. Dur-
ing the Cold War, Soviet submarines, bomb-
ers, and reconnaissance aircraft traversed 
the GIUK Gap frequently to gain access to 
the Atlantic Ocean from the Northern Rus-
sian coast. Recent increased Russian activity 
through and near the GIUK Gap has led the 
U.S. to return military assets to Keflavik in 
southwest Iceland.

The Danish Straits. Consisting of three 
channels connecting the Baltic Sea to the 
North Sea via the Kattegat and Skagerrak seas, 
the Danish Straits are particularly important 
to the Baltic Sea nations as a way to import 
and export goods. This is especially true for 
Russia, which increasingly has been shifting 
its crude oil exports to Europe through its 
Baltic ports.209 More than 125,000 ships per 
year transit these straits.210

Geostrategic Islands in the Baltic Sea. 
Three other critically important locations are 
the Åland Islands (Finnish); Gotland Island 
(Swedish); and Borholm Island. The Åland 

Islands have been demilitarized since the 
1856 Treaty of Paris ending the Crimean War 
and have always been considered the most 
important geostrategic piece of real estate in 
the Baltic Sea. Gotland Island is strategically 
located halfway between Sweden and Latvia 
in the middle of the Baltic Sea. Sweden main-
tained a permanent military garrison on the 
island for hundreds of years until 2005. At 
the height of the Cold War, 15,000–20,000 
Swedish military personnel were stationed 
on Gotland.211 Today, Sweden is standing up a 
300-strong Battle Group Gotland, to be fully 
established on the island by 2018.212 The mili-
tary facilities will need to be reconstituted, as 
most were sold off for civilian use after 2005. 
Bornholm Island is strategically located at 
the mouth of the Baltic Sea.

In March 2015, Russia carried out a large-
scale training exercise with up to 33,000 sol-
diers, which included the capture of these 
three islands as part of its scenario. Reinforc-
ing the Baltic region would be nearly impos-
sible without control of these islands.

The biggest danger to infrastructure assets 
in Europe pertains to any potential NATO 
conflict with Russia in one or more of NATO’s 
eastern states. In such a scenario, infrastruc-
ture would be heavily targeted in order to 
deny or delay the alliance’s ability to move 
the significant numbers of manpower, maté-
riel, and equipment that would be needed to 
retake any territory lost during an initial at-
tack. In such a scenario, the shortcomings of 
NATO’s force posture would become obvious.

Conclusion
Overall, the European region remains a 

stable, mature, and friendly operating en-
vironment. Russia remains the preeminent 
threat to the region, both conventionally and 
non-conventionally, and the ongoing migrant 
crisis, continued economic sluggishness, and 
consistent threat from terrorism increase the 
potential for internal instability. The threats 
emanating from the previously noted arc of 
instability that stretches from the eastern At-
lantic Ocean to the Middle East and up to the 
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Caucasus through Russia and into the Arctic 
have spilled over into Europe itself in the form 
of terrorism and migrants arriving on the con-
tinent’s shores.

The United States, however, begun to re-
verse some of its recent disengagement from 
Europe, reintroducing troops and equipment 
to the continent, albeit not permanently. The 
U.S. has also increased the number and con-
sistency of exercises, especially with NATO 
partners, in large part through funding made 
available in the ERI, and defense spending 
by many European NATO members has fi-
nally begun to move incrementally in an up-
ward direction.

America’s closest and oldest allies are lo-
cated in Europe. The region is incredibly 
important to the U.S. for economic, military, 
and political reasons. Perhaps most impor-
tant, the U.S. has treaty obligations through 
NATO to defend the European members of 

that alliance. This is especially important as 
Russia becomes more assertive in Central 
and Eastern Europe, increasingly utilizing 
economic, political, and diplomatic means in 
addition to military power to assert itself. If 
the U.S. needs to act in the European region 
or nearby, there is a history of interoperability 
with allies and access to key logistical infra-
structure that makes the operating environ-
ment in Europe more favorable than the envi-
ronment in other regions in which U.S. forces 
might have to operate.

However, the European nations’ dimin-
ished military forces and lack of political will 
to take on a greater portion of the security 
burden pose a substantial threat to all of this. 
NATO is only as strong as its member states, 
and while some have taken steps to increase 
defense spending, the situation remains a 
source of concern, especially in light of U.S. de-
fense cuts.

Scoring the European Operating Environment
As noted at the beginning of this section, 

there are various considerations that must 
be taken into account in assessing the regions 
within which the U.S. may have to conduct 
military operations to defend its vital nation-
al interests against threats. Our assessment 
of the operating environment utilized a five-
point scale, ranging from “very poor” to “ex-
cellent” conditions and covering four regional 
characteristics of greatest relevance to the 
conduct of military operations:

1. Very Poor. Significant hurdles exist for 
military operations. Physical infrastruc-
ture is insufficient or nonexistent, and 
the region is politically unstable. The U.S. 
military is poorly placed or absent, and 
alliances are nonexistent or diffuse.

2. Unfavorable. A challenging operating 
environment for military operations is 
marked by inadequate infrastructure, 
weak alliances, and recurring political 

instability. The U.S. military is inad-
equately placed in the region.

3. Moderate. A neutral to moderately favor-
able operating environment is character-
ized by adequate infrastructure, a mod-
erate alliance structure, and acceptable 
levels of regional political stability. The 
U.S. military is adequately placed.

4. Favorable. A favorable operating envi-
ronment includes good infrastructure, 
strong alliances, and a stable political en-
vironment. The U.S. military is well placed 
in the region for future operations.

5. Excellent. An extremely favorable 
operating environment includes well-es-
tablished and well-maintained infrastruc-
ture, strong capable allies, and a stable 
political environment. The U.S. military 
is exceptionally well placed to defend 
U.S. interests.



92 2017 Index of U.S. Military Strength

 
The key regional characteristics consisted of:

a. Alliances. Alliances are important for 
interoperability and collective defense, 
as allies would be more likely to lend 
support to U.S. military operations. Vari-
ous indicators provide insight into the 
strength or health of an alliance. These 
include whether the U.S. trains regularly 
with countries in the region, has good 
interoperability with the forces of an ally, 
and shares intelligence with nations in 
the region.

b. Political Stability. Political stability 
brings predictability for military planners 
when considering such things as tran-
sit, basing, and overflight rights for U.S. 
military operations. The overall degree of 
political stability indicates whether U.S. 
military actions would be hindered or en-
abled and considers, for example, whether 
transfers of power in the region are gener-
ally peaceful and whether there have been 
any recent instances of political instability 
in the region.

c. U.S. Military Positioning. Having 
military forces based or equipment and 
supplies staged in a region greatly facili-
tates the United States’ ability to respond 
to crises and, presumably, more quickly 
achieve successes in critical “first battles.” 
Being routinely present in a region also 
assists in maintaining familiarity with its 
characteristics and the various actors that 
might try to assist or thwart U.S. actions. 

With this in mind, we assessed whether or 
not the U.S. military was well-positioned 
in the region. Again, indicators included 
bases, troop presence, prepositioned 
equipment, and recent examples of mili-
tary operations (including training and 
humanitarian) launched from the region.

d. Infrastructure. Modern, reliable, and 
suitable infrastructure is essential to 
military operations. Airfields, ports, rail 
lines, canals, and paved roads enable the 
U.S. to stage, launch operations from, and 
logistically sustain combat operations. 
We combined expert knowledge of re-
gions with publicly available information 
on critical infrastructure to arrive at our 
overall assessment of this metric.213

For Europe, scores this year moved in a 
positive direction largely as a result of in-
creases in the alliance score and U.S. military 
positioning score. Scores for political stability 
in Europe turned slightly downward. How-
ever, none of these changes was large enough 
to affect the overall average scores in the 
2017 Index:

• Alliances: 4—Favorable

• Political Stability: 4—Favorable

• U.S. Military Positioning: 3—Moderate

• Infrastructure: 4—Favorable

Leading to a regional score of: Favorable
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