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WASHINGTON 2024

NATO’S STRATEGY  
AFTER 75 YEARS OF 
ADAPTATION

The NATO Summit in Washington has concluded. 
During this week, NATO leaders have met in the U.S. 
capital to address security challenges on both sides of 
the Atlantic on a symbolic date: the 75th anniversary 
of collective defense. It was Jens Stoltenberg’s last 
international meeting as Secretary General, as he will 
pass the baton to former Dutch Prime Minister Mark 
Rutte in September, following an extended mandate 
due to recent geopolitical developments.

Now, with clearer leadership in NATO for the coming 
years, three critical issues will continue to pose 
challenges for the organization: the continuity of 
political commitments during a hyper-electoral period 
for member countries, the credibility of Ukraine’s 
accession process to NATO, and questions regarding 
European deterrence capabilities, especially in the 
defense industrial base.

In this document, the Security, Defense, and Aerospace 
Office of LLYC analyzes how NATO and its members 
arrived at this Summit, the main conclusions, and next 
steps for the most uncertain international environment 
since the end of the Cold War.

La estrategia de la OTAN tras 75 años de adaptación
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75 YEARS OF NATO:  
THE ALLIANCE WE 
KNOW TODAY
The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), 
founded in 1949, has been fundamental to global 
security. Initially created to counter Soviet expansion, 
it established itself as a bulwark of security during the 
Cold War, culminating in the dissolution of the Warsaw 
Pact in 1991. After the Cold War, NATO redefined its 
role, focusing on crisis management and peacekeeping, 
expanding its geographical and operational reach.

In the new millennium, NATO became significantly 
involved in Afghanistan, which sparked debates about 
the distribution of responsibilities within the Alliance. 
However, the chaotic withdrawal from Afghanistan 
in 2021 damaged its credibility and motivated 
competitors like Russia to challenge the West.

Having begun with twelve members, NATO has 
grown to thirty-two recently incorporating Finland 
and Sweden. This post-Cold War expansion aimed 
to collaborate with former adversaries to promote 
stability in Europe. The Russian annexation of Crimea 
in 2014 revitalized NATO’s focus on deterrence and 
collective defense, reaffirmed in the summits of Cardiff, 
Brussels, Madrid, and Vilnius.

“The Russian annexation of 
Crimea in 2014 revitalized 
NATO’s focus on deterrence 
and collective defense, 
reaffirmed in the summits 
of Cardiff, Brussels, Madrid, 
and Vilnius”.

The Madrid summit in 2022 introduced a new Strategic 
Concept reflecting the current security environment, 
emphasizing unity and the values of NATO members. 
The Vilnius summit in 2023 consolidated the northern 
expansion with the inclusion of Finland and Sweden, 
significantly increasing the land border with Russia, as 
Finland adds 1,300 km to this new frontier and closes 
the Baltic Sea’s access for Russia.

A superficial analysis of the Lisbon Strategic Concept, 
though correct for its time, clearly shows the urgency 
for renewal surrounding the summit held in the 
Spanish capital. To mention just two examples: the 
Lisbon Strategic Concept did not reference China, 
and perhaps more worryingly today, it was written 
when the Russian Federation was an active partner of 
the Alliance, participating in many of its partnership 
instruments and maintaining an intense and cordial 
political dialogue through the NATO-Russia Council. 
Circumstances have changed considerably since then.

Equipped with a new Strategic Concept, the Vilnius 
summit represented a qualitative leap compared to 
previous decades. The inclusion of Finland and Sweden 
added two new and unexpected allies to NATO, shifted 
its center of gravity northwards, doubled the length 
of the land border with Russia, as Finland contributes 
1,300 km of this new border, and tightened the Baltic 
Sea’s access for Russia1.

The Alliance has tested its capacity to adapt to 
new geopolitical challenges over recent decades, 
maintaining its relevance on the global stage. NATO 
continues to be a pillar of international security, playing 
a vital role in the protection and stability of its member 
states and beyond.

Looking to the future, NATO’s ability to adapt and 
demonstrate resilience will remain crucial in facing 
emerging challenges and ensuring a secure and stable 
environment for international business and global politics.

Nato’s strategy after 75 years of adaptation

https://www.blogdeasuntospublicos.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/10/2023/07/2307-NT_Conclusiones_OTAN_Lituania_2023-3.pdf?__hstc=29316003.6fa385653ecd7c9674ba06f08984886d.1711584000325.1711584000326.1711584000327.1&__hssc=29316003.1.1711584000328&__hsfp=892594048
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Nato’s strategy after 75 years of adaptation

PREVIOUS SUMMITS (KEY SUMMITS THAT SHAPED NATO INTO WHAT IT IS TODAY):   
SUMMARY AND ACHIEVEMENTS 

Source: Author’s own elaboration
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FROM VILNIUS TO 
WASHINGTON: HOW 
WE ARRIVED AT THIS 
SUMMIT
The context surrounding this meeting for the Alliance 
members was particularly complex, both economically 
and geopolitically. Framed between an intense and 
prolonged electoral period, with the results of the 
European Parliament elections still recent and the 
selection of high EU positions being questioned 
by member countries like Italy, which rejected the 
tripartite agreement for Ursula von der Leyen, 
António Costa, and Kaja Kallas to be the heads of the 
Commission, the Council, and the EU’s foreign policy in 
the upcoming legislature.

“The context surrounding 
this meeting for the 
Alliance members was 
particularly complex, 
both economically and 
geopolitically. Framed 
between an intense 
and prolonged electoral 
period”.

In addition, this is compounded by a tense lead-up 
to the French general elections, which produced 
tight results for Emmanuel Macron’s party, the 
weakening of Chancellor Olaf Scholz’s party after the 
European elections, and a U.S. presidential election 
whose outcome could alter current commitments to 
collective security by this member state. Similarly, the 
United Kingdom was experiencing the early days of a 
new legislative and political alignment following the 
election of a new Prime Minister, Keir Starmer of the 
Labour Party, whose first official foreign visit was the 
Washington Summit.

The primary goal of the summit was to reconcile 
distant positions and signal cohesion of the Atlantic 
Alliance to the world, and particularly to the 

adversaries of the Western bloc. It was perceived as 
essential to ensure continued support for Ukraine. 
However, the summit also occurred during a period 
of stagnation in the war in Ukraine, following over two 
years of fighting and differing views among allies on 
the significance of the conflict, the level of support 
for Ukraine, and future options. While some allies are 
firmly convinced that the Russian invasion is a direct 
action against the West and represents an existential 
threat, this belief wanes as geographic distance 
separates them from the conflict.

It is true that since the Munich Security Conference and 
the recent Kyiv Security Forum, public discussion has 
focused on Ukraine and its future prospects. Specific 
requests have been made to increase the supply of 
material and to “approve an accession plan for any 
possible scenario,” as highlighted in the “Memo to the 
President” published by the Atlantic Council and signed 
by 41 international security leaders2.

Before the NATO summit, members agreed to continue 
providing Ukraine with €40 billion in military aid for 
the next year, aiming to offer the country long-term 
guarantees and support against political setbacks. 
Contrary to Stoltenberg’s original proposal, the funds 
were not committed for several years but only for 
one year, after which NATO will review this decision 
annually as a non-binding commitment.

Kyiv was also expected to receive good news about 
additional air defense systems, as Ukrainian officials 
had been urging their Western allies to provide more 
of these systems to defend against frequent missile 
and drone attacks by Russian forces on critical and 
civilian infrastructure.

But this was not the only discourse leading up to the 
summit. From the eastern flank, as reflected in the 
Public-private dialogues of Globsec3, deterrence was 
seen as “the crown jewel” of the Transatlantic Alliance. 
However, it was noted that for NATO’s deterrence to 
remain effective and credible, sufficient forces needed 
to be provided, or in some cases, established from 
scratch. Additionally, there was a recognized need to 
expand NATO’s relationships with private companies 
to address disruptive technologies in collective security 
with innovative solutions.

Nato’s strategy after 75 years of adaptation

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/content-series/memo-to/a-bold-agenda-for-the-washington-summit/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/content-series/memo-to/a-bold-agenda-for-the-washington-summit/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/content-series/memo-to/a-bold-agenda-for-the-washington-summit/
https://www.globsec.org/what-we-do/events/globsecs-private-public-sector-dialogue-6-eastern-flanks-expectations-nato-summit
https://www.globsec.org/what-we-do/events/globsecs-private-public-sector-dialogue-6-eastern-flanks-expectations-nato-summit
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This eastern flank stance toward the summit mirrored 
a sentiment expressed in a letter to outgoing European 
Council President Charles Michel and Ursula von der 
Leyen, President of the European Commission. In the 
letter, the four European NATO member states with the 
highest defense spending, Lithuania, Estonia, Latvia, 
and Poland, identified Russian hybrid warfare as an 
“existential threat.” They called for “a common push and 
extraordinary tools to fund and launch a defense line” to 
fortify their borders4. In this vein, during King Felipe VI’s 
official visit, it was announced that Spain would deploy 
a NASAMS missile battery within NATO to reinforce 
Estonia’s air defense starting in September, in addition 
to over 4,000 assets already deployed in the region.

However, from the southern flank, especially among 
Mediterranean member states, there was an expectation 
for a structural transformation of NATO different from 
the demands of Central and Eastern Europe and North 
America. According to Lieutenant General (r) Fernando 
López del Pozo and Captain Alberto Vázquez Crespo in a 
May 2024 analysis, NATO must recognize the threats and 
challenges from the south.

The east-south duality debated at the Cardiff summit 
and the “NATO’s southern neighborhood” defined in 
the Madrid Strategic Concept have been insufficient. 
At the Vilnius summit, there was a call for a deep 
reflection process on southern threats, the results of 
which would be revealed at the Washington Summit5. 
While merely conducting and publicly communicating 
this reflection process kept the southern issues on 
the Washington agenda, member states like Spain 
approached the summit with the expectation that the 
Alliance would promote “practical cooperation with 
southern partners, which is not always sufficiently 
intertwined or politically supported6.”.

Nato’s strategy after 75 years of adaptation

4 Reuters (2024) Poland, Baltics call for EU Defence Line on border with Russia, 
Belarus | Reuters.  
5  Ibidem
6  Ibidem

https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/poland-baltics-call-eu-defence-line-border-with-russia-belarus-2024-06-26/ 
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/poland-baltics-call-eu-defence-line-border-with-russia-belarus-2024-06-26/ 
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/poland-baltics-call-eu-defence-line-border-with-russia-belarus-2024-06-26/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/poland-baltics-call-eu-defence-line-border-with-russia-belarus-2024-06-26/
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Spain, in particular, approached the summit with 
the intention of renewing its relevance in collective 
security, aiming to reaffirm its commitment to the 
expansion of the Alliance and progressive investment 
in a robust defense and technology industry. 
Moreover, Foreign Minister José Manuel Albares had 
previewed that the summit would “approve an action 
plan for the southern flank, which directly impacts 
security across the Sahel and Africa.”

“Nevertheless, the major 
“elephant in the room”  
 in the hours leading up 
to the summit was the 
defense industry”.

      
Nevertheless, the major “elephant in the room” in 
the hours leading up to the summit was the defense 
industry. Over the past two years, NATO has developed 
new plans for Europe’s territorial defense, reformed 
command and control structures, and established 
a “New Force Model” with up to 500,000 troops at 
various levels of readiness. However, there is growing 
concern, as noted in a recent CSIS report7, whether 
NATO is prepared for a prolonged war with a peer 
competitor. These analyses commonly recommend a 
robust, integrated, and resilient defense industry.

In response to this context, outgoing Secretary General 
Jens Stoltenberg had already announced he would use 
the Washington D.C. summit to urge NATO leaders to 
agree on an industrial defense commitment that ensures 
sustained demand and encourages long-term investment. 
Sources suggest that NATO should also agree to acquire 
more platforms, air defense systems, and artillery, and 
develop capabilities in emerging technologies...8

Member states, to varying degrees but with considerable 
consensus since 2022, identify necessary actions to 
strengthen the Alliance, such as increasing military 
equipment production in response to Russia’s volume 
strategy, deploying military equipment and troops on 
the eastern flank to reinforce presence and deterrence, 
and conducting joint exercises to demonstrate the 
effectiveness and preparedness of defense plans.

Nato’s strategy after 75 years of adaptation

7  Monaghan, S. et al. (2024) Is NATO ready for war?, CSIS. 
8  Cf. Idem.

https://www.csis.org/analysis/nato-ready-war
https://www.csis.org/analysis/nato-ready-war
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“Replicating the recent success of the defense investment 
commitment, which led 23 NATO countries to spend at 
least 2% of their GDP on defense (up from 11 countries the 
previous year), will depend on the political commitment of 
leaders and specific incentives to meet this objective”.

Nato’s strategy after 75 years of adaptation

These measures, while costly, are essential and will 
require significant political commitment. Over the next 
three to five years, it will be crucial for all member states 
and Alliance partners to collaborate not only to meet 
the 2% GDP defense spending goal but also to ensure 
this spending is invested in technology and capability 
development to level the playing field among members 
and support seamless cooperation in joint exercises, 
training measures, collective aid to third nations, and, 
most importantly, daily collective security maintenance.

Replicating the recent success of the defense investment 
commitment, which led 23 NATO countries to spend 
at least 2% of their GDP on defense (up from 11 
countries the previous year), will depend on the 
political commitment of leaders and specific incentives 
to meet this objective. NATO leaders had announced 
that they would publish their first ‘Industrial Defense 
Commitment,’ aimed at helping members define 
national arms production strategies. This effort sought to 
encourage members to increase their national industrial 
capacities and return to stricter standardization of 
munitions for battlefield interoperability.

The push for this commitment emerged from the 
deficiencies in interoperability among NATO members 
exposed by Russia’s war against Ukraine. Additionally, 
the EU and NATO announced in the week leading up to 
the summit that they would partner to support defense 
sector financing, attract more private investors, and 
respond to industry demands for increased funds for 
innovation and production.

This summit was tasked with meeting a demand that 
had been latent since Madrid: to endow the Alliance 
with an expansive vision, both geopolitically and in 
terms of strategic communication, transforming it 
from paper into reality. Therefore, the debates in 
Washington focused on how to counter the impact of 
new dynamics in international strategic competition: 
such as the reindustrialization of the European security 
and defense sector, the importance of addressing 
hybrid warfare, and the influence of perception and 
information not only in armed conflicts but also in the 
exercise of soft power, as seen in the revisionism of 
competitors like China or Russia.
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THE WASHINGTON 
NATO SUMMIT: 
CONCLUSIONS AND 
FUTURE PERSPECTIVES

Following the conclusion of the NATO Summit 
in Washington, the Alliance has underscored its 
unwavering commitment to collective defense through 
a comprehensive strategy addressing threats from all 
directions. The historic accession of Sweden and Finland 
to NATO marks a significant milestone, reinforcing 
security in the High North and the Baltic Sea. This 
expansion exemplifies NATO’s Open Door Policy as 
stipulated in Article 10 of the Washington Treaty.

A notable highlight of the summit is the significant 
increase in defense spending among member states. 
More than two-thirds of NATO members have met 
or exceeded the goal of spending at least 2% of their 
GDP on defense. European allies and Canada have 
collectively increased their defense spending by 18% 
in 2024, representing the largest increase in decades. 
This financial commitment is crucial for addressing 
existing deficiencies and meeting the demands of an 
increasingly contested global security environment.

NATO has embarked on the most significant 
reinforcement of its collective defense posture 
in a generation. This includes the deployment of 
combat-ready forces on the Eastern Flank and 
enhanced capabilities for rapid reinforcement. New 
defense plans have been implemented, ensuring 
the Alliance’s readiness to deter and defend against 
potential adversaries on short notice. The updated 
Integrated Air and Missile Defense (IAMD) policy and 
the establishment of the Aegis Ashore site in Poland 
further strengthen defenses against ballistic missile 
threats, complementing existing assets in Romania, 
Spain, and Turkey.

Nuclear deterrence remains a cornerstone of 
NATO’s security strategy. The Alliance maintains its 
commitment to modernizing its nuclear capabilities 
and sustaining a credible deterrence mission 
to preserve peace and prevent aggression. This 

commitment underscores the importance of nuclear 
weapons in NATO’s overall defense posture.

“The summit also 
highlighted the critical role 
of transatlantic defense 
industrial cooperation. 
Strengthening defense 
industries in Europe 
and North America and 
reducing barriers to 
defense trade are  
essential steps”.

The summit also highlighted the critical role of 
transatlantic defense industrial cooperation. 
Strengthening defense industries in Europe and 
North America and reducing barriers to defense trade 
are essential steps. The Defense Production Action 
Plan, initiated at the Vilnius Summit, aims to ensure 
that NATO can meet its standards and deliver critical 
capabilities in a timely manner.

Russia’s aggressive actions and military buildup 
continue to be a significant concern for NATO. The 
Alliance condemned Russia’s provocative behavior, 
including the deployment of nuclear weapons in 
Belarus and its ongoing violations of airspace. 
NATO’s firm stance includes supporting Ukraine and 
implementing measures to counter Russian hybrid 
threats, demonstrating a resolute commitment to 
maintaining Euro-Atlantic security.

The fight against terrorism remains a fundamental 
aspect of NATO’s collective defense strategy. Updated 
Counter-Terrorism Policy Guidelines and the new 
Action Plan will guide the Alliance’s efforts to address 
terrorist threats, ensuring readiness and solidarity 
among member states.

Nato’s strategy after 75 years of adaptation
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China’s rise also presents new challenges. NATO has 
urged China to act responsibly in cyberspace and outer 
space, and to engage in discussions on strategic risk 
reduction. The Alliance focuses on protecting itself 
from coercive tactics while remaining open to dialogue 
that ensures the security of its member nations.

NATO partnerships are crucial for enhancing stability 
and supporting its core tasks. Strengthening political 
dialogue and practical cooperation with partners 
such as Moldova and Bosnia and Herzegovina, and 
celebrating anniversaries of key initiatives like the 
Partnership for Peace reflect NATO’s commitment to 
collective security.

The European Union remains an indispensable partner 
for NATO. Enhanced cooperation in areas like defense, 
space, cyberspace, and emerging technologies is 
essential for a robust transatlantic security framework. 
Ensuring the participation of non-EU allies in EU 
defense initiatives is crucial for a cohesive approach to 
shared challenges.

NATO’s commitment to the southern neighborhood, 
including initiatives in the Middle East and Africa, 
aims to foster regional stability. Establishing a liaison 
office in Jordan and expanding support for Iraq are 
strategic moves towards achieving greater security and 
prosperity in these regions.

Innovation and climate resilience are at the forefront of 
NATO’s transformation. Initiatives such as the Defense 
Innovation Accelerator for the North Atlantic (DIANA) 
and the NATO Innovation Fund drive technological 
advancements, while integrating climate change 
considerations ensures preparedness for future 
security challenges.

Finally, NATO’s commitment to the Women, Peace, and 
Security (WPS) agenda and Human Security highlights 
the Alliance’s dedication to gender equality and the 
protection of fundamental norms. These efforts are 
crucial in an era where these values are increasingly 
under threat, reinforcing NATO’s role as a stabilizing 
force in global security.

The statements made at the Washington Summit aim 
to illustrate a strengthened and united NATO, ready 
to face evolving security challenges and committed 
to the protection and prosperity of its member 
nations. However, this will continue to be tested by 
the challenge of Ukraine’s path to the Alliance. The 
final communiqué declares Ukraine’s pathway to 
NATO as “irreversible,” a significant pronouncement 
for a consensus-based organization. Furthermore, 
the “bridge” to Ukraine’s membership is beginning to 
take shape, with the Alliance committing to send a 
senior civilian official to Kyiv and establish a command 
in Wiesbaden, Germany, for coordinating security 
assistance and training. Allies have also agreed to 
provide Ukraine with a package of new air defense 
systems, including four Patriot batteries.

“What will happen 
between now and 
Ukraine’s eventual 
membership, which could 
still be decades away?”

But while allied leaders have asserted that the bridge 
will be a reality, major doubts persist about its 
duration and conditions. What will happen between 
now and Ukraine’s eventual membership, which could 
still be decades away? So far, there have been no 
announcements that the United States is willing to 
ease restrictions on the use of U.S.-supplied weapons. 
There is frustration among Ukrainian delegations that 
they are not allowed to strike deep within Russia, and 
a sense that the U.S. is limiting Ukraine’s ability to fight 
more effectively.

Additionally, there is a climate of uncertainty surrounding 
the U.S. elections. President Joe Biden’s speech at the 
summit’s opening was strong and presidential, but there 
is still doubt about whether he has what it takes to win in 
November. A defeat for Biden would mean a victory for 
former President Donald Trump, which raises concerns 
among European member states about the longevity of 
the agreements reached.

Nato’s strategy after 75 years of adaptation
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One of the most persistent challenges will be to 
optimize the industrialization and defense spending 
of European Alliance members. In this regard, the 
European Union (EU) has emerged as NATO’s natural 
partner on the path to effective regional defense.

The EU has the capacity to bolster European deterrence 
in areas where NATO still faces gaps. Programs such 
as the European Defense Industrial Development 
Programme (EDIDP), the European Defense Fund (EDF), 
and the European Defense Industrial Reinforcement 
through Common Procurement (EDIRPA) are motivating 
member states to develop a robust industrial capacity. It 
remains imperative that the new European Parliament 
approves the EDIDP as soon as possible, and that the 
upcoming Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) 
allocates a significant portion of the budget for defense 
industrial purposes.

These initiatives are not only aimed at strengthening the 
European defense industry but also have a dual impact 
on NATO. Firstly, they represent an increase in defense 
spending by the 23 EU member states within NATO, 
which currently account for 24% of the Alliance’s total 
defense spending, thus increasing available resources. 
Secondly, they will encourage many countries to develop 
shared capabilities and improve interoperability. This will 
enhance cooperation between NATO allies, both within 
and outside the EU, and increase European influence 
in future relations with the United States, especially if 
Donald Trump wins the upcoming elections in November.

While political disputes among some members will 
continue, this should not hinder close coordination and 
complementarity between the two organizations. The 
seriousness of the security threats facing the European 
and transatlantic communities demands a unified 
response from both.

Nato’s strategy after 75 years of adaptation
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5 KEY AREAS TO FOCUS ON FOR 
THE NEXT SUMMIT:

NEW LEADERSHIP

Mark Rutte, former Prime Minister of the Netherlands, 
has been appointed as the new NATO Secretary General, 
succeeding Jens Stoltenberg, who had extended his 
mandate due to the recent geopolitical situation.

HISTORICAL AND SYMBOLIC CONTEXT

The summit was held in the U.S. capital, just like the 
50th-anniversary summit in 1999, which coincided with 
the Kosovo crisis. This anniversary is a source of great 
satisfaction, highlighting 75 years of achievements 
in ensuring security for the allies. Additionally, NATO 
came to the summit with a record number of members 
(32) and the largest resources ever, having overcome 
the challenges posed by the Afghanistan withdrawal.

CURRENT CHALLENGES

The war in Ukraine, now over two years old, and the 
disagreements among allies regarding support for 
Ukraine and future strategies were key issues at the 
summit. Some allies view Russia’s invasion as an 
existential threat to the West. The summit aimed to 
align positions and demonstrate the Atlantic Alliance’s 
cohesion to the world and adversaries, ensuring 
continued support for Ukraine despite uncertain 
election processes in many allied countries, including 
the internal situation in the U.S.

STRATEGIC CONTINUITY

Following the approval of the Madrid Strategic Concept 
in 2022, which defines Russia as the main threat and 
China as a systemic risk, the Washington Summit has 
served as a moment of continuity for the alliance. Despite 
the political uncertainties facing member states, no major 
strategic changes are expected during the new leadership 
period of the Alliance.

BURDEN SHARING

Advances have been made in increasing allies’ 
defense budgets, though notable differences remain. 
The summit was marked by a call to countries 
that have not met the commitment to spend at 
least 2% of GDP on defense. Spain’s position is 
complex, aiming for gradual industrialization and 
investment in defense, but still facing uncertainties 
regarding national funding strategies. However, the 
Mediterranean member states’ effort to emphasize 
the geopolitical importance of the Sahel and North 
Africa has resulted in another step forward to 
achieving a more comprehensive strategic plan for 
the Southern Flank by the Alliance, as outlined by 
Foreign Minister José Manuel Albares, along with the 
possible appointment of a “special representative” of 
the Alliance for the southern neighborhood.
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