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Abstract

Although it was Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine that provided the
immediate impetus for it to apply for NATO membership, Sweden has
long been an important military partner for both the United States and
the Western world, particularly throughout the Cold War and during the
Alliance’s transformation in the 1990s and 2000s. Now, when NATO’s
Eastern and Northern flanks are under constant pressure from Russia
(both through military threats and hybrid tactics), Sweden’s strategic
capabilities are seen within NATO as an essential element of the Alliance’s
deterrence potential in this region. This is due not only to Sweden’s strategic
location in the Baltic Sea basin (with thousands of islands, including the
critically important island of Gotland), but is also due to its military and
armament potential coming via specialised companies supplying high-end
equipment. Sweden’s accession to NATO has significantly increased the
Alliance’s capabilities in many areas of deterrence and defence and has
enlarged its room for manoeuvre in the Baltic Sea and also on the Eastern
and Northern flanks of NATO. At the same time, it has also increased
Sweden’s resilience to the aforementioned growing military and hybrid
pressure from the Russian Federation.

This article examines Sweden’s evolving stance toward NATO, from being
a partner in various forms of cooperation to a nation now on the cusp of
full membership in the Alliance and a so-called “security provider”. By
exploring the history of Sweden’s security policy, its strategic calculations,
the role of NATO in Sweden’s defence strategy, and the shifting dynamics
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in global and regional security, this paper outlines the complexities and
implications of Sweden’s evolving relationship with NATO.

Keywords: Sweden, NATO, Ukraine, Russia, Baltic Sea, Eastern Flank,
Northern Flank, Arctic, China

Introduction

The countries of the Global West are currently being challenged by
numerous threats, chief among them a revanchist Russia. For many
decades, many countries — including Sweden — believed that by staying
outside the main arenas of the world’s great-powers’ competitions and
clashes, non-aligned countries could feel safe and secure with the promise
that their territorial integrity, political sovereignty, and democratic
systems of values would be respected. Over the past decade, Russia has
repeatedly demonstrated that the Kremlin has no intention of upholding
the principles of territorial integrity, sovereignty, nor democratic
governance. The community of highly developed nations comprising the
Global West — of which Sweden is undoubtedly a member — has been
consistently viewed by Russia as a key target, much like the states of the
so-called “post-Soviet space.” The Kremlin continues to regard these
nations as part of its lost empire. This realisation has triggered numerous
important policy decisions in many countries including Sweden and
Finland, which quickly recognised the necessity to abandon traditional
approaches and contemplate a complete reorientation of their security
policies. Their favourable pivot toward NATO membership, following
alarming discoveries from the war in Ukraine which proved that Russia is
not respecting any international laws and is targeting civilians including
woman and children, seemed to be the only reasonable decision for
both governments, given that their territories had already experienced
harassment by Russia multiple times, even prior to the full-scale invasion
of Ukraine. Both countries realised that Article 5 of the North Atlantic
Treaty, with its assurance of collective defence as and when Russia decides
to strike, was the guarantee they needed to secure the future of their
societies.

This study places Sweden’s security policies within the broader context
of international relations, analysing the country’s strategic decisions in
light of regional security challenges and evolving alliances. It explores
Sweden’s military orientation through an examination of historical
events, policy developments, and interactions with major global powers,
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particularly the United States. The analysis traces Sweden’s strategic
trajectory across distinct periods, including the Cold War, the post-Cold
War era, and the contemporary landscape shaped by emerging security
threats. Moreover, the study contrasts Sweden’s military policies across
different timeframes, particularly comparing Cold War-era neutrality with
later integration into NATO-led initiatives. The article utilises primary
and secondary sources, including government reports, academic literature,
and historical analyses (e.g., references to Cole, 1992; Nowaczewska,
2013; Nilsson, Wyss, 2016; Agrell, 1986, etc.) to support claims about
intelligence sharing, military cooperation, and doctrinal shifts. Specific
case studies (e.g., 2013’s Russian Easter, Sweden’s participation in the
ISAF in Afghanistan, and military modernisation efforts on the island of
Gotland) are also examined to illustrate shifts in Sweden’s security policy.
The article also evaluates Swedish defence doctrines, particularly the
Hultgvist Doctrine, assessing their evolution in response to geopolitical
threats such as Russian aggression.

Non-aligned but Active — Sweden’s Military Orientation
During the Cold War and in the 1990s

Although the bulk of the academic and analytical literature on Sweden’s
security policy during the Cold War and in the two decades following
its end focuses on presenting the nuances of its neutrality policy which
allowed successive Swedish governments to avoid being dragged into the
ideological and military conflict between the U.S.-led West and the Soviet-
led East, there is no doubt that Sweden managed to establish robust ties
with the West throughout this period. This manifested itself primarily in
military relations with the United States, particularly in three dimensions:
intelligence sharing, military training, and the provision of military
equipment. Given its strategic location in Northern Europe, Sweden was
well aware of its vulnerability to the imminent Soviet threat. The Cold
War context made it clear that Sweden needed to maintain strong defence
capabilities and, if necessary, rely on Western powers for assistance. The
United States, keen to counter Soviet influence both in the Northern flank
and Scandinavia, engaged with Sweden despite many reservations about
Sweden’s firm commitment to its policy of neutrality — a policy which was
quite regularly criticised by a number of different U.S. administrations
(Cole, 1992; Nowaczewska, 2013; Nilsson, Wyss, 2016).

Asmentioned above, intelligence sharing was one of the most significant
aspects of Sweden’s military cooperation with the United States during
the Cold War (Jonsson, 2024). Both countries were extremely alarmed
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about Soviet activities, especially in the Arctic, the Baltic Sea, and the
broader Northern European theatre. Sweden’s geographic location made
it an essential partner for intelligence gathering, particularly regarding
Soviet naval and air activities. Among the most notable contributions was
Sweden’s Signals Intelligence (SIGINT) program and its involvement in
aerial surveillance missions, which played a vital role in monitoring and
tracking Soviet military movements in the region.

The United States often utilised Swedish airspace for reconnaissance
missions, particularly involving U.S. aircraft including the U-2 spy plane.
With its technological capabilities in radar and surveillance, Sweden also
contributed to tracking Soviet military activities such as naval movements
in the Baltic Sea.

Moreover, the U.S. provided considerable military support to Sweden
during the Cold War, albeit discreetly (Cole, 1992). This assistance included
the provision of military equipment, training, and technology exchanges.
Sweden, particularly during the early stages of the Cold War, purchased
various military equipment from the United States, including jet fighters
such as F-86 Sabres and F-104 Starfighters which were put to use by the
Swedish Air Force. These jets were crucial in strengthening Sweden’s
air defence against potential Soviet threats, and they were selected to
complement the Swedish domestic defence industry’s efforts, such as the
Saab J 29 Tunnan or, in later years, the JAS 39 Gripen. While Sweden
continued to develop its defence industry, there were cases which saw
Swedish defence manufacturers collaborate with American companies to
develop new technologies. A prime example was the joint development of
anti-submarine warfare (ASW) technology, which involved efforts between
Swedish and U.S. firms, and which was driven by a shared concern over
the growing Soviet submarine threat (Agrell, 1986).

While Sweden did not formally participate in NATO’s military
exercises, it occasionally allowed the United States and other NATO forces
to conduct joint training exercises on Swedish territory. These exercises
focused on scenarios in which both countries would need to cooperate in
the event of a conflict with the Soviet Union.

The end of the Cold War did not diminish cooperation between Sweden
and NATO; on the contrary, it intensified, with bilateral ties growing
increasingly close. The emergence of new security challenges — such as
instability in the Balkans and across the post-Soviet space — alongside
NATO’s expanding role in out-of-area operations, prompted Sweden to
deepen its engagement with Western allies. For example, the Swedish
government saw participation in the NATO-established Partnership
for Peace (in 1994) programme as a method to enhance its security
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cooperation with Western countries while securing its non-alignment
status (Hendrickson, 2007). Through its participation in NATO
partnership programs, Sweden gained the opportunity to engage in joint
military exercises and peacekeeping operations, particularly in conflict-
affected regions. Notable examples include its involvement in Bosnia
and Herzegovina as part of UN Nordbat and the NATO-led Stabilization
Force (SFOR), in Kosovo through the Kosovo Force (KFOR), and in
Libya under Operation Unified Protector (Zarembaite, Skaluba, Dailey,
2023).

Less than a decade later, Sweden took on an even more significant
challenge by deploying its military forces to Afghanistan beginning
in 2002, and, since 2006, commanding forces in the Mazar-e-Sharif
province. Sweden played a highly significant role in the international
military operation in Afghanistan, participating in a NATO-led
International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) operation, initially
deploying a small force as part of the UN mission in Kabul, and later
becoming part of the ISAF coalition. The Swedish military operated
mainly in northern Afghanistan in the Mazar-e-Sharif province,
where, from 2006 until NATO’s withdrawal in 2014, Sweden assumed
command of the ISAF’s Northern Regional Command.! Its role was to
stabilise the region, assist in creating state structures, rebuild civilian
infrastructure, and engage in combat operations against the Taliban
insurgency (Sjostedt, Noreen, 2021).

Russia Enters the Game: The Hultqvist Doctrine and
Sweden’s New Take on Security

While the Russian invasion of Georgia did not trigger a long-term or
decisive reaction from the West, the annexation of Crimea — followed by its
rapid militarisation — and the Kremlin’s repeated threats against Western
states, including Sweden, spurred many countries to strengthen their
ties with NATO. Sweden was among those that responded in such a way.
According to many experts, the incident from 2013 (the aforementioned,
so-called “Russian Easter”) was the pivotal moment which spurred
a reshaping of the Sweden’s approach to its defence policy (Wieslander,

! The ISAF Northern Regional Command (NRC) also included forces from other
countries such as Finland, Norway, Iceland, and others. In total, 5 Swedish soldiers
lost their lives during the mission in Afghanistan, and many others were injured.
After the combat mission had ended, Sweden continued in its provision of assistance
to Afghanistan in the form of development initiatives, educational programs, and
humanitarian aid.
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2021). At that time, Russian military aircraft — including strategic
bombers, likely Tu-22M3 Backfire models, accompanied by fighter escorts
— conducted exercises simulating a nuclear strike near Swedish airspace.
The mock attack reportedly targeted locations near Stockholm and the
southern region of Sweden (Oliphant, 2016). Russian aircraft approached
Swedish airspace but did not enter it, opting to stay within international
airspace. Sweden’s air defence system did not scramble fighter jets in
response, as no immediate threat had been identified. Instead, NATO
forces based in the Baltics scrambled jets to monitor Russian activity,
specifically from Denmark. The incident revealed gaps in Sweden’s air
defence readiness and its inability to respond to potential threats swiftly.
Moreover, the incident raised concerns about Russia’s military posturing
in the Baltic Sea region.

Atthat time, many other incidents of this type also occurred in the Baltic
Sea region, such as Russia navigating its submarines in the Stockholm
archipelago along with repeated violations of airspace belonging to
Baltic Sea states (Pollard, Scrutton, 2014; Frear, Kulesa, Kearns, 2014).
For Sweden, this incident served as an early warning. It underscored
the need to adapt to emerging threats from a resurgent Russia, resulting
in an even faster rapprochement of Sweden with NATO. The Russian
Easter incident profoundly impacted Swedish defence policy, marking
a turning point in the country’s approach to security and defence. Key
changes included increased defence spending — reversing years of cuts
that had reduced the size and readiness of the Swedish Armed Forces — as
well as strengthening air defence (including better monitoring systems,
faster response protocols, and modernising fighter jets including the Saab
JAS 39 Gripen) and revitalising the state’s military presence on, among
other locations, Gotland, a strategically-significant island in the Baltic
Sea where Sweden reintroduced military activities. In 2017, the Gotland
Battlegroup (Gotlandsgruppen) was formed, comprising 300 full- and
part-time soldiers, and was equipped with 14 German-made Leopard
tanks, among other assets. It is a mixed unit composed of mechanised
infantry, armoured units, and supporting components such as logistics
and artillery. It also integrates Hemviérnet (the Swedish Home Guard)
forces stationed on Gotland, ensuring a layered defence strategy. It is
worth noting that during the Cold War, around 15,000-20,000 military
personnel were stationed there.

Additionally, the incident emphasised the importance of enhanced
collaboration with NATO, particularly in the Baltic Sea region, and also
reignited discussions about Sweden’s long-standing policy of neutrality
and whether it should join NATO to strengthen its security. At that
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time, the Hultqvist Doctrine — Sweden’s defence strategy named after
Professor Jorgen Hultqvist, who served as Minister of Defence from
2014 to 2022 — began to be actively implemented after a prolonged delay.
Although originally introduced in parliament in 2009, the doctrine gained
renewed relevance in light of escalating regional tensions (Wieslander,
2021). This doctrine represented a significant shift in Sweden’s defence
strategy, incorporating lessons learned from the entire post-Cold War
period and acknowledging the growing threat posed by Russia. The
Hultqvist Doctrine is based on a comprehensive security concept that
includes military, political, and societal dimensions. It emphasises the
importance of maintaining strong military preparedness and strategic
autonomy - specifically, Sweden’s traditional stance of remaining
outside NATO - while simultaneously fostering close cooperation with
the Alliance. Key areas of collaboration include intelligence sharing,
joint military exercises, and the development of defence infrastructure.
The doctrine recognises that Sweden’s security increasingly depends
on regional cooperation, particularly with NATO and European Union
partners, given the rising geopolitical threats in the Baltic region and
beyond (Wroblewska, 2020).

The doctrine’s emphasis on strategic autonomy was consistent with
Sweden’s traditional approach to neutrality, while recognising that
Sweden’s security could not be guaranteed without robust defence
capabilities and strong international partnerships. The Hultqvist
Doctrine outlined Sweden’s intention to maintain a strong national
defence force while fostering deeper cooperation with NATO (Hultqvist
himself has expressed skepticism regarding Sweden’s entrance into
NATO) in response to growing threats from Russia, especially following
its actions in Ukraine after the annexation of Crimea. Fundamentally,
the doctrine served as a defence strategy designed to adapt to emerging
global and regional security challenges, including cybersecurity threats,
energy security concerns, and the protection of critical infrastructure.
It focused on changes in security dynamics due to globalisation, new
technologies, and geopolitical changes in Europe and the wider world.
Key elements of this doctrine included defence flexibility, an increased
role of territorial defence, modernising the armed forces, and increasing
cooperation with NATO in the face of threats such as Russian aggression.
The doctrine reflected Sweden’s pragmatic approach to security, which,
despite the country’s longstanding neutrality and commitment to
strategic independence, prioritised comprehensive defence planning and
preparedness for a wide range of crisis scenarios, with equal attention to
internal security and regional stability. It encompassed:
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(1) A sustainable modernisation of the armed forces. The doctrine
assumed the continued modernisation of the Swedish armed forces,
including investments in new technologies and military equipment.
A key aspect was increasing the military’s capabilities to defend
the country, including improving mobility, communication, and
equipping the armed forces with modern technologies such as anti-
missile defence systems, drones, and cyber technologies. Sweden is
focusing on a “sustainable” modernisation of its army, investing in
modern technologies, but also emphasising the need to increase the
number of soldiers and the state’s ability to react quickly in crisis
situations.’

(2) Increasing the role of territorial defence. One of the key elements
of the Hultgvist Doctrine is the reconstruction and strengthening
of territorial defence. Over the past few years as at the time of this
writing, Sweden has been heavily investing in local territorial defence
forces that can respond in the event of a threat, protect critical
infrastructure, and provide support to its regular armed forces. The
idea is to create a system that will allow civilians to be more quickly
involved in defence activities, even if they are not professional soldiers.
This approach increases social resilience to crises, and enables the
effective mobilisation of resources in the event of hybrid warfare or
other security-based threats.

Recognising that the effective defence of its territory required
collaboration with international partners, Sweden joined NATO’s
Enhanced Opportunity Partners (EOP) in 2014. This saw the state’s
cooperation with the Alliance reach a higher level, not only taking
advantage of the opportunity to strengthen its political ties with NATO
countries, but, most importantly, enhancing cooperation in the military
dimension. Joining the EOP allowed Sweden to achieve greater military
interoperability thanks to participation in joint training and military
drills such as Steadfast Jazz in 2013, or Cold Response in 2016, Baltops,
and Aurora. These activities provided Swedish forces with a better
understanding of NATO’s strategy and operational procedures (Fedina,
Black, 2024). Sweden has also conducted joint exercises with NATO forces
on theisland of Gotland, underscoring its commitment to regional security

2 Previously, in line with broader trends among Western nations, Sweden reoriented
its armed forces toward smaller, more flexible expeditionary units. This shift was
accompanied by the suspension of conscription in 2010 and the discontinuation of
total defence planning.
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despite its then non-member status. Moreover, the country has gained
access to NATO’s extensive intelligence database, significantly enhancing
its preparedness against a range of threats, including cybersecurity
risks and hybrid warfare. Since then, Sweden has also cooperated with
NATO on missile defence and cybersecurity, participating in exercises
and developing joint technologies. In 2016, Sweden also signed the Host
Nation Support agreement with NATO (Duxbury, 2016). Thanks to its
membership in the EOP, Sweden has also gained access to technology and
modern defence systems, thereby allowing it to maintain a high level of
combat readiness.

A Brutal Awakening. Sweden Enters NATO

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 was a direct impetus for
the Swedish government to apply for NATO membership, which, after
months of some perturbations (mainly due to resistance from Turkey and
Hungary), was nevertheless considered positively, and Sweden became
a member of NATO in 2024. Prime Minister Ulf Kristersson submitted
the accession instruments to U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken at
the State Department on March 7%, 2024, marking the official end of two
hundred years of Sweden’s policy of neutrality. This decision was seen
by some analysts and politicians as a profound shift — a metaphorical
“earthquake” in Swedish security policy — given that the tradition of non-
alignment was deeply rooted in Swedish society and which was, for a very
long time, the main argument against accession demands. At the same
time, as a stable and well-established democracy, consistently ranking high
on the Human Development Index (HDI) and with long-standing ties to
the United States and the broader transatlantic alliance, and possessing
a high degree of interoperability with NATO forces, Sweden was seen as
an ideal candidate for membership.

As early as 2020 — prior to Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine
— Sweden had begun increasing the readiness of its armed forces in
response to heightened Russian naval activity in the Baltic Sea region
(Binnendijk, Rodihan, 2020). At present, Sweden maintains a peacetime
force of approximately 24,000 personnel out of a total population of
10.4 million. This includes roughly 9,300 professional officers, 6,000
non-commissioned officers, professional soldiers and sailors, as well as
around 9,000 civilian employees supporting the Swedish Armed Forces.
In addition to its active-duty personnel, Sweden maintains a system
of part-time military employees — approximately 11,500 officers, non-
commissioned officers, soldiers, and sailors who are mobilised for exercises
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purposes and/or in response to military operations. Complementing this
force is the Hemvirnet (Home Guard), which comprises approximately
20,300 personnel. Altogether, Sweden can call upon over 55,000 trained
individuals — both women and men - capable of rapid deployment in
the event of a full-scale armed conflict. Moreover, in response to shifting
security dynamics, Sweden reinstated conscription in 2017 (d’Inverno,
2017; Defence24, 2024). Over the last couple of months at the time of
writing, Sweden has also placed great emphasis on strengthening societal
resilience by issuing informational pamphlets in November 2024 to their
citizens cautioning of an impending war with Russia and providing
guidance of recommended actions to be taken in the event of war (Swedish
Civil Contingencies Agency, 2024).

Shortly after Sweden joined NATO, numerous strategic concepts
emerged aimed at operationalising its membership in light of the country’s
strategic geographic position and military capabilities. Less than a year
into its membership, Sweden has already become an active contributor
to NATO operations, particularly those focused on deterring Russian
aggression. In January 2025, Sweden’s participation in Operation Baltic
Sentry was announced (NATO, 2014). The Baltic Sentry initiative is
aNATO-led operation aimed at enhancing the security of critical undersea
infrastructure in the Baltic Sea region. This mission was established in
response to recent repetitive incidents involving damage being caused
to undersea cables and pipelines, which raised concerns about potential
sabotageand the vulnerability ofessential communicationand energylinks.
Countries participating in the mission, including Sweden, announced the
deployment of a combination of naval assets, including frigates, maritime
patrol aircraft, and a fleet of naval drones to monitor and protect undersea
infrastructure (SHAPE, 2025). Sweden’s contribution is primarily led by
the Royal Swedish Navy, which deploys advanced surface combatants
such as Visby-class corvettes and Gotland-class submarines to conduct
surface warfare (SUW), anti-submarine warfare (ASW), and maritime
interdiction operations (MIO). These platforms utilise state-of-the-art
stealth technologies and advanced sensor suites to maintain situational
awareness and deter hostile activities in the Baltic Sea’s contested waters.
Additionally, the Swedish Air Force contributes Gripen multirole fighter
aircraft that are capable of conducting air superiority missions, close air
support (CAS), and intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR)
tasks. Regular sorties should ensure robust air domain awareness and
the capability to respond swiftly to incursions or emergent threats. The
Swedish Air Operations Center (AOC) coordinates closely with NATO
air command for synchronised regional airspace control. Sweden also
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provides advanced ISR capabilities through assets including the Giraffe
AMB radar system, SIGINT platforms, and maritime surveillance aircraft.
These systems enhance the operational picture and enable timely decision-
making for allied forces. Swedish ISR assets are critical in monitoring
adversarial movements and ensuring domain awareness across the Baltic
theatre. While primarily maritime and air-focused, Swedish Amphibious
Corps units and mechanised forces will support joint operations in littoral
and coastal zones.

Sweden’s participation in the Baltic Sentry mission is of critical
importance, serving as a force multiplier for regional defence by providing
advanced capabilities across all operational domains within the Baltic
Sea region. In addition to this commitment, Sweden has announced its
intention to reinforce NATO’s Enhanced Forward Presence (EFP) on the
Eastern Flank, specifically in Latvia. Sweden will contribute 550 troops
to a Canadian-led multinational brigade called the NATO Multinational
Brigade Latvia (MNB-LVA). This battalion is stationed near the town of
Adazi, close to Riga, at a Denmark-operated camp, which Sweden shares
on a semi-annual basis. The deployment is initially planned for a six-
month duration.?

In addition to its significant engagement in NATO operations, Sweden
has unveiled an ambitious armaments acquisition plan. Defence Minister
Pal Jonson announced the procurement of 154 modern Leopard 2A8 main
battle tanks, alongside an upgrade of Sweden’s existing fleet of 66 Leopard
2 tanks to the latest 2A8 version. This acquisition will result in Sweden
having a fleet of over 100 tanks at its disposal in the near future. Sweden
is also planning to upgrade its fleet of CV90 infantry fighting vehicles.
In addition to this, the country is acquiring advanced Saab Gripen
JAS-39E/F combat aircraft to strengthen its air force. Sweden is also
investing in the development of Type-A26 submarines, which are currently
under construction, as well as the procurement of Meteor rocket-ramjet
air-to-air missiles.

Even before joining NATO, Sweden positioned itself as a “security
provider” (Dahl, 2011). Between 2022 and 2024, it provided the Ukrainian
military with significant military assistance, including Leopard 2 main
battle tanks and CV90 infantry vehicles as a part of an EU/NATO
coordinated effort. Moreover, Sweden supplied Ukraine with anti-
tank weaponry, namely, Carl Gustaf recoilless rifles and AT4 anti-tank

3 For more on Swedish military activities in NATO, see: D. Szacawa, Sweden’s
Security Policy: Operationalising Its Role in NATO, IES Commentaries, 1236, at:
https://ies.lublin.pl/en/comments/swedens-security-policy-operationalising-its-role-
in-nato/ (accessed May 4, 2025).
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weapons, which have been widely used by Ukrainian forces to counter
Russian armored vehicles, in addition to sending components of the RBS
70 man-portable air defence system. In early 2023, Sweden announced it
would supply Archer howitzers, a state-of-the-art artillery system known
for its precision, mobility, and significant quantities of ammunition for
various weapon systems. Moreover, Swedish military personnel have
actively participated in training initiatives for Ukrainian soldiers, often
in cooperation with other EU and NATO countries. Sweden has also
contributed to efforts to repair and maintain equipment provided to
Ukraine, ensuring its operational readiness, and has additionally provided
financial aid directed toward Ukraine’s military, either bilaterally or
through funds managed by the European Union, such as the European
Peace Facility. Sweden is also ready to support the Ukrainian armaments
industry by financially contributing to the mass production of long-range
missiles and drones (Government Offices of Sweden, 2025).

Securing the Northern Flank of NATO
and Sweden’s Importance

Over the last few years, the Arctic region has become a focal point for
geopolitical competition, with Russia and China at the forefront of military
activities there. A combination of security concerns, resource exploitation,
and general geopolitical ambition is the basis of Russia’s strategy. As the
Arctic ice cap is melting due to climate change, new transport routes for
ships are opening up, and a new volume of natural resources such as oil,
gas, and minerals, are believed to be ever more accessible. At the strategic
level, Russia has seen the Arctic as a buffer zone since the Cold War, as
the region provides an essential line of defence, particularly in the context
of the deployment of Russia’s nuclear facilities. The Arctic’s proximity to
North America positions it as a vital area for early warning systems and
missile defence sites, and Russia’s military perceives the region as being
key for projecting power and defending its northern borders (Lipunov,
Devyatkin, 2023).

Beyond security, the Arctic represents an economic opportunity
for Russia. The region is rich in oil and gas reserves, with estimates
suggesting it contains up to 30% of the world’s unexplored natural gas and
13% of its oil. Russia is securing control over these territories by building
infrastructure such as the Northern Sea Route (NSR), which is seen as
a viable alternative to the Suez Canal, and which could reduce shipping
times between Europe and East Asia by up to 40% (Mikhailova, Tabata,
2023). Moreover, the Arctic Council, which promotes cooperation between
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the Arctic states, is often viewed as a forum where Russia presses on the
realisation of its interests, challenging the claims of several Western powers
(including Norway, Canada, and Denmark) while claiming sovereignty
over substantial areas of the Arctic which could lead to legal disputes and
military competition in the region (Sukhankin, Lackenbauer, 2023).

Russia’s military activities in the Arctic reflect a broader strategy to
counterbalance NATO’s presence there. Since the early 2000s, Russia
has significantly enhanced its military presence in the Arctic, with the
Russian MoD prioritising the Arctic region in its long-term planning,
mainly through the re-establishment of permanent military bases on
the archipelagos of Franz Josef Land, the Novosibirsk Islands, and
Wrangel Island. These bases serve as operational hubs for air, naval, and
ground forces, supporting surveillance and reconnaissance activities over
substantial areas of the region. Russia’s air force has also been active,
with the Northern Fleet and other airbases regularly conducting patrols.
These operations demonstrate Russia’s intent to maintain and reinforce
its control over the Arctic as a strategic domain. The development of
airfields, radar systems, and long-range air-defence networks allows
Russia to monitor the region and project power across the Arctic expanse
(Conley, Melino, Alterman, 2020).

The Russian Navy plays a key role in Russia’s Arctic strategy, with the
Northern Fleet stationed in the region being one of its most potent and
strategically-important naval formations. The fleet itself has undergone
significant modernisation efforts, with a particular emphasis on enhancing
its submarine and surface combatant capabilities. Russia’s strategic nuclear
submarines, including Typhoon-class and Borei-class SSBNs, frequently
operate in Arctic waters, where they can remain concealed in the vast
undersea territories. This provides Russia with a significant advantage in
terms of maintaining a credible second-strike capability in the event of
a nuclear conflict. Moreover, Russia has developed a range of advanced
icebreakers to facilitate the movement of naval vessels and provide
logistical support for operations in the harsh Arctic conditions. These
icebreakers are also essential for ensuring the safe passage of commercial
shipping through the NRS.

Inadditiontoitsnavalactivities,Russiahasreactivatedandstrengthened
its ground forces in the Arctic, establishing new Arctic brigades such as
the 80th Motorised Rifle Brigade, which specialises in winter warfare.
These brigades are equipped with specialised vehicles designed to operate
in subzero temperatures and challenging terrain. Russia’s logistics
capabilities in the Arctic are also evolving, with significant improvements
to supply chains that include airlifts, ice roads, and specialised transport
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vehicles. These networks permit Russian soldiers to sustain their regional
forces and survive even during prolonged isolation. Russian forces conduct
frequent reconnaissance operations in the Arctic to gather intelligence,
with Russia having invested heavily in unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs)
and other surveillance technologies to monitor the movement of ships,
aircraft, and personnel. Using satellite imagery and radar systems ensures
Russia maintains an up-to-date operational picture.

Russia routinely conducts large-scale military exercises in the Arctic
as part of its readiness to respond to potential contingencies. They often
feature joint operations involving ground, air, and naval forces, simulating
scenarios ranging from territorial defence to power projection in the
event of a military conflict. Additionally, Russia has developed specialised
training centers for Arctic operations, which focus on preparing soldiers
for the physical and psychological challenges of warfare in the extreme
cold (with a heavy emphasis on survival abilities). A key tactical approach
in Russia’s Arctic strategy is the concept of Anti-Access/Area Denial (A2/
AD). This doctrine prevents adversarial forces from entering or operating
freely in Russian-controlled Arctic waters. Russia has deployed a range
of A2/AD systems, including long-range surface-to-air missile systems
(S5-400, S-500), coastal defence missile systems (Bastion, Bal), and
advanced radar networks. These systems provide a shield that prevents
opposing forces from penetrating Russian-controlled Arctic airspace or
waters (Paul, Swistek, 2022).

China, driven by economic, geopolitical, and strategic objectives, is
another country that has increasingly expressed interest in the Arctic.
Although not an Arctic nation, China declared itself a “near Arctic state”
and has established a strong presence in the region, focusing on resource
extraction, new shipping routes, and the broader balance of power in the
context of great-power competition. For China, which is heavily dependent
on energy imports, securing access to the Arctic’s resources is paramount.
The NSR has become part of China’s broader Belt and Road Initiative,
which aims to expand Chinese economic influence through infrastructure
and trade connectivity (Puranen, Kopra 2023).

Geopolitically, China sees the Arctic as an area where it can project
power and challenge the dominance of the Western powers, particularly
the United States and Russia. While China’s military presence in the
Arctic is not as developed as that of Russia or the United States, it has
steadily grown. China’s military activities in the Arctic primarily focus on
enhancing its maritime and air capabilities, enabling it to secure access
to Arctic Sea lanes and protect its economic interests. The Chinese Navy
has conducted many naval exercises in the region, mainly in cooperation
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with Russia, in order to increase its capabilities in the waters of the Arctic.
China has also been expanding its Arctic research stations and icebreaker
fleet, which play double roles in scientific research and support military
capabilities. These icebreakers are essential for securing safe passage
along the NSR and reinforcing China’s regional position. China has also
invested in advanced ISR capabilities, including satellites and UAVs, in
order to monitor Arctic shipping lanes and military activities.

While China does not have any territorial claims in the Arctic, it
has sought to influence regional governance through diplomacy. China
is an observer state in the Arctic Council and has pushed for greater
involvement in the Arctic’s governance. However, its increasing focus on
securing access to the region’s resources and its growing military interest
have raised concerns among the Arctic nations, concerns which were
recently expressed by the new Trump administration.

For NATO, the Arctic holds significant military importance due to its
geographical proximity to Russia, a key competitor in global security. The
region’s harsh environment, strategic sea lanes, and potential for resource
exploitation necessitate a comprehensive security framework, one in
which NATO has recently been willing to play a central role. NATO’s
core mission in the Arctic is to safeguard the security and stability of
its Member States, particularly those within the region, such as Norway,
Iceland, and Denmark. These countries are with the proximity of Russian
military assets, particularly those in the Kola Peninsula, which houses
Russia’s Northern Fleet along with its strategic nuclear submarine forces.
As mentioned above, the presence of Russia’s advanced anti-access/area
denial (A2/AD) systems, combined with its growing military capabilities
in the Arctic, directly challenges NATO’s ability to project power and
secure its northern borders.

NATO’s military doctrine in the Arctic revolves around deterrence
and defence. The Alliance maintains a robust forward defence posture
that seeks to deny any adversary the ability to control Arctic waters or
launch attacks against NATO territories in Northern Europe. This
strategy is built on maintaining a credible deterrent against Russian
aggression, while enhancing NATQO’s ability to quickly mobilise forces
for collective defence under Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty. One of
NATO’s most pressing concerns in the Arctic is the protection of critical
sea lanes and maritime bottlenecks, and has a vested interest in ensuring
that these routes remain secure, especially considering Russia’s increasing
militarisation of Arctic waters. The Alliance’s maritime capabilities in
the Arctic are centered on maintaining freedom of navigation, countering
any potential threats to shipping lanes, and ensuring the security of
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sea-based nuclear deterrence. The alliance’s surface fleets, submarines,
and maritime patrol aircraft are vital for projecting power and conducting
regional surveillance. NATO’s enhanced naval cooperation with countries
such as Sweden and Finland further strengthens its ability to respond to
potential crises in the Arctic.

NATO’s military activities in the Arctic are marked by frequent joint
exercises that test the interoperability of its forces (notable among these
are the Trident Juncture and Cold Response exercises). For example,
the Trident Juncture exercise, held in 2018, involved 50,000 personnel
and significantly demonstrated NATO’s commitment to Arctic security.
Additionally, NATO has also strengthened its Arctic command and
control (C2) structures.

As a new NATO member, Sweden may play an important role in the
security of the Arctic region through its military capabilities and close
cooperation within NATO (Domisse, 2016). Sweden’s strategic location
in the Baltic Sea along with its proximity to the Russian exclave of
Kaliningrad give it an important perspective on Arctic security issues.
Sweden’s military contributions to Arctic security include active
participation in joint NATO exercises, the provision of host-nation
support, and active involvement in regional defence initiatives. As
mentioned, Sweden’s military has undergone significant modernisation,
focusing on capabilities particularly suited to Arctic operations (cold-
weather warfare training, advanced air defence systems, and airlift
capabilities). Sweden possesses a longstanding tradition of expertise in
Arctic and sub-Arctic warfare, developed through decades of training in
its northern regions. Regular winter exercises have enabled Swedish forces
to maintain high levels of preparedness for operations in extreme cold
and challenging terrain. Sweden also plays an active role in multinational
defence initiatives in the High North, with its air and maritime forces
routinely participating in joint exercises alongside NATO counterparts.
These operations contribute to enhanced surveillance, reconnaissance,
and maritime security interoperability.

Conclusions

Sweden’s long journey from being a partner to an ally — one which
seems to be evermore indispensable — marks a robust transformation in
the country’s security policy and its role in regional and global security
architecture. For decades, Sweden upheld a policy of military non-
alignment, emphasising neutrality and strategic autonomy. However,
shifting geopolitical dynamics following the end of the Cold War, the
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emergence of new security threats, and, most notably, Russia’s increasingly
aggressive posture — culminating in its full-scale invasion of Ukraine in
2022 — profoundly altered Sweden’s security outlook. This shift ultimately
led to Sweden’s application for NATO membership in 2022 and its formal
accession in 2024, marking a fundamental reorientation of the country’s
strategic priorities. Historically, Sweden had already played a significant
role in NATO’s security framework through various forms of partnership.
The country’s military and political cooperation with the Alliance during
the Cold War along with its active involvement in NATO-led operations
in the post-Cold War period laid the groundwork for a closer relationship
with the Alliance. Sweden’s contributions to NATQO’s operations in
Afghanistan, Kosovo, and other global security missions underscored
its commitment to collective security and its value as a partner in the
broader Western defence network. Despite its policy of military non-
alignment, Sweden’s strategic importance was recognised, mainly due
to its geographic position in the Baltic region and its advanced military
capabilities, including the modernisation of its armed forces and high-
tech defence industry.

Sweden’s NATO membership now strengthens the Alliance’s
deterrence capabilities on its Eastern and Northern flanks, areas of
paramount importance in light of persistent threats posed by the Russian
Federation. The strategic location of Sweden — particularly its control over
the Baltic Sea region and the key island of Gotland — provides NATO with
a critical advantage in defence planning and operations. The country’s
military potential, including its air force, navy, and advanced defence
technologies, further augments NATO’s overall defence and deterrence
posture. The integration of Sweden into NATO enhances the Alliance’s
capacity to respond to potential military and hybrid threats, providing
NATO with a more robust and cohesive response to Russian provocations
in the Baltic, Arctic, and Eastern Europe.

Additionally, Sweden’s accession to NATO significantly bolsters its own
defence resilience. In the context of Russia’s actions in Ukraine combined
with the ongoing hybrid threats directed at the Nordic region, Sweden’s
decision to formally align with NATO represents a strategic move that
enhances its security guarantees. NATO membership provides Sweden
with the collective defence assurances enshrined in Article 5 of the NATO
Treaty, thereby strengthening its deterrence capabilities against any
potential aggression. This move also strengthens Sweden’s political and
military ties with other NATO members, particularly the United States,
the United Kingdom, and other European powers, further consolidating
Sweden’s position as a key player in European and transatlantic security.
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In conclusion, Sweden’s accession to NATO marks both a strategic
imperative and a significant transformation in its foreign and defence
policy. No longer merely a partner in NATO’s security framework, the
country has become an integral and indispensable member of the Alliance.
The benefits are mutual; NATO gains a competent and strategically-
positioned ally, while Sweden enhances its security and resilience in the
face of growing geopolitical threats. As the geopolitical landscape continues
to evolve, Sweden’s role within NATO will remain vital in addressing the
complex security challenges of the 21 century, contributing to the overall
stability of both Europe and the broader transatlantic community.
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