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Strategic imagination: 

The case of reimagining 
Nordic defence

Robbin Laird

I first met my friend and colleague Brendan Sargeant when I was working 
on the F-35 aircraft program. I had earlier worked on the Aegis combat 
system program and coined the phrase the ‘Aegis global enterprise’, referring 
to the possibility that if several allies operated the program, we would build 
a unique shared sensor capability. I suggested to Brendan that we would see 
in the future an even more powerful ‘F-35 global enterprise’.

We talked at some length about the program and its unique qualities, which 
could create a new type of combat aircraft and sharing arrangement for data 
and command and control in the future. Ironically, I first came to Australia in 
2014 precisely to write my first report for the Williams Foundation, dealing 
with airpower and its evolution and the unique contribution provided by 
fifth-generation capability.

That is in part what Sargeant was talking about when considering using 
strategic imagination to envisage a world in which, in this case, ubiquitous 
new technological capabilities would alter the defence landscape. But  he 
clearly meant more than that. In a 2021 interview I did with him, 
we discussed the nexus of global shifts or crises and strategic imagination. 
This is what he emphasised: 
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We need to be ruthless in our self-analysis, about our strengths and 
weaknesses, and who we are. We need to have a clear sense of the 
range of possible futures and the various responses that we may need 
to make. That is why I say a crisis is a challenge to imagination, 
a challenge to identity before it becomes a policy or a strategy 
challenge.1

Brendan underscored the importance of strategic imagination for reshaping 
defence and foreign policies when entering a new historical era, such as 
we are doing right now. As he noted in his Centre of Gravity Series Paper 
in 2021:

A country will possess a strategic imagination which will have 
evolved over time in response to the influence of geography, history, 
culture, and the many other tangible and intangible forces that go 
to create a community and its vision of itself. A country’s strategic 
imagination is a living thing, dynamic and evolving in contact with 
the world, and full of contradictions. In those rare moments in a 
country’s history where a genuine choice must be made and action 
taken, a country’s strategic imagination becomes most visible.2

We are in a new historical era
What Brendan and I discussed frequently by phone and in person was the 
fact that we had entered a new historical era. It was no longer an American-
dominated ‘rules-based order’. It was not an era for the spread of democracy 
but one in which multipolar authoritarian movements and states were 
becoming more prevalent.

What, then, did the liberal democracies need to do to preserve their way 
of life? What kind of alliance relationships made sense for Australia in the 
new situation? What kind of US leadership was possible? What kind of 
European dynamic would evolve from the growing impact of both China 
and Russia on the future of the European Continent?

1	  Robbin Laird, ‘Strategic Imagination: Meeting the Challenge’, Defense.Info, 7 June 2021, defense.
info/re-thinking-strategy/2021/07/strategic-imagination-meeting-the-challenge/.
2	  Brendan Sargeant, Challenges to the Australian Strategic Imagination, Centre of Gravity Series Papers 
58 (Canberra: Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, The Australian National University, 2021), hdl.
handle.net/1885/233085.

http://defense.info/re-thinking-strategy/2021/07/strategic-imagination-meeting-the-challenge/
http://defense.info/re-thinking-strategy/2021/07/strategic-imagination-meeting-the-challenge/
http://hdl.handle.net/1885/233085
http://hdl.handle.net/1885/233085
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Reimagining Nordic defence
I discussed with him what I thought was a good case study of the new era, 
what liberal democracies could do and the kind of American leadership 
that was possible. Frankly, I always work through case studies to general 
developments, for this is the only way that I can understand the details of 
general trends. He was focusing on India as his case study; I was focusing 
on the emergence of Nordic defence integration.

The strategic shift he was highlighting is clearly happening today in the 
Nordic region as the Nordic nations rather dramatically think through 
how to work together and how their alliances will change in the defence 
of Northern Europe in the face of threat, not only from Russia, but also 
from China. 

My colleague Rear Admiral (retired) Nils Wang discussed in the autumn of 
2022 how one should think about the ‘new’ geography of a Nordic defence 
that included both Sweden and Finland in NATO. He underscored that:

for the first time in our lifetimes not only do the Nordic countries 
share common values but [they] will work within a common defence 
alliance. Although Sweden and Finland over the years cooperated 
more fully with NATO countries, they will now be fully integrated 
into NATO defence planning. That means they will look at their 
capacities compared with other NATO countries in order to have 
the right balance in the region. Now one needs to think in terms 
of defence of the North of Europe from Iceland to the Finnish and 
Norwegian borders.3

Finland and Sweden joining NATO changes how the defence of Northern 
Europe will work. There are three clusters of defence problems, each of 
which changes somewhat the key states in that cluster.

The first is a North Atlantic challenge associated with the Greenland–
Iceland–United Kingdom gap. Here, Denmark, Norway and Iceland are the 
lead states in the region, but as Sweden reworks it air–maritime approaches 
it could be a player as well.

3	  Rear Admiral (retired) Nils Wang, Interview with the author, 2022.
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The second are the security and defence areas associated with the High 
North. In NATO until now, Norway has been the leader on these issues, 
but the entrance of Finland and Sweden provides significant opportunities 
for collaborative approaches.

The third area is that of the Baltic Sea and region. This area could see 
significant innovation. On the one hand, the Baltic Sea becomes a ‘NATO’ 
area as all the states that border it are NATO members, with Russia’s 
entrance to the Baltic coming through the Gulf of Finland. Improvements 
to the security and defence of the Baltic Sea could be generated through 
innovations in maritime robotics and shared intelligence, surveillance and 
reconnaissance systems.

On the other hand, the defence of the Baltic states places the Nordic states 
as  their strategic reserve along with Germany and Poland. An ability to 
project power in their defence through collaboration in ground capabilities 
and air–ground power through lift systems and innovations in ground 
manoeuvre forces will be significant in shaping an effective way ahead.

The point is rather straightforward: no defence problem has the same 
defence solution or the same lead state in shaping that solution. Each state 
can contribute assets to common defence problems, but each state could 
lead with an ‘unbalanced’ force structure—air versus maritime versus land 
systems—with that state’s lead role within a particular ‘defence cluster’ 
within the overall defence challenges faced by the region.

How can we shape the most effective integrated force for the region given 
the different dense clusters and the ability of nations to emphasise their 
specific capabilities and contributions, and avoid unnecessary duplications 
of capabilities?

Several of the key security problems for the new era affect this region as 
well. How to defend offshore facilities from drone attacks? How to monitor 
undersea threats to infrastructure? How to defend undersea infrastructure?

The Nordic innovations in defence can intersect well with the innovations 
begun by the stand-up of the Second Fleet and Allied Joint Force Command 
Norfolk. This provides a case study of how key allies are reworking 
their defence and how the United States could craft a more realistic and 
appropriate contribution.
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In fact, the re-establishment of the Second Fleet and the activation of the 
only NATO command on US territory clearly reflect the exercise of strategic 
imagination regarding North Atlantic defence before Finland’s and Sweden’s 
decision to joint NATO.4

In 2018, when US Navy Admiral John Richardson was the chief of 
navy operations, he commissioned the new Second Fleet. This was not a 
re‑establishment of the fleet stood down by the Obama administration; 
it was a new approach to shaping maritime operations in the North Atlantic. 
The navy chief had a clear desire to re-establish a command that could 
address North Atlantic defence and, notably, the growing importance of 
coalition operations in the High North.

The Second Fleet is not a large command, certainly when compared with 
other numbered fleets. During the fleet’s first three months, its commander, 
US Navy Vice-Admiral Andrew Lewis, worked with fewer than 10 staff to 
create the foundations of how the fleet should be established and how best 
to work its concept of operations.

Lewis described the process: 

We had a charter to re-establish the fleet. Using the newly published 
national defence strategy and national security strategy as the 
prevailing guidance, we spent a good amount of time defining 
the problem.

My team put together an offsite with the Naval Postgraduate School 
to think about the way ahead, to take time to define the problem 
we were established to solve and determine how best to organize 
ourselves to solve those challenges. We used the Einstein approach: 
we spent 55 minutes of the hour defining the problem and five 
minutes in solving it. Similarly, we spent the first two and a half 
months of our three-month pre-launch period working to develop 
our mission statement along with the functions and tasks associated 
with those missions.

4	  For a comprehensive look at the new commands in Norfolk as part of the strategic rethinking, which 
can be correctly identified as reflecting strategic imagination, see Chapter 8 (‘It’s Not My Father’s Second 
Fleet’, pp. 269–96) of my co-authored book, Robbin Laird and Edward Timperlake, A Maritime Kill Web 
Force in the Making: Deterrence and Warfighting in the 21st Century (Pennsauken: BookBaby, 2022).
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From the beginning our focus was in developing an all-domain and 
all-function command. To date, we clearly have focused on the high-
end warfighting, but in a way that we can encompass all aspects of 
warfare from seabed to space as well.5

But the focus is not simply a new American command. The first 
operational NATO command on US territory, Joint Force Command 
Norfolk (JFC Norfolk) was also commissioned under Lewis. Structuring 
the new Second Fleet and JFC Norfolk under one commander signifies a 
clear focus on interoperability and shaping a credible twenty-first-century 
defence capability and infrastructure for deterrence and warfighting in the 
northern region.

The North Atlantic has returned as a core part of the defence challenge, but 
new relationships, new technologies and innovative concepts of operations 
are being shaped by the commands, under the leadership of Vice-Admiral 
Lewis. 

Lewis’s first deputy was a rear admiral from a distinguished navy family, 
John Mustin. Recalling his service with the Second Fleet, Mustin (who is 
now a Vice-Admiral and head of Navy Reserve) commented: 

As the 2nd Fleet Commander, Vice-Admiral Lewis clearly 
understands that we need to shape a new approach. When I was in 
High School in the 80s, my father was the 2nd Fleet Commander, 
so I can legitimately say that ‘The new 2nd Fleet is not your father’s 
2nd Fleet.’6

That assertion is reflected in Lewis’s current deputy and vice-commanders. 
On one side of Lewis’s spartan office area is the office of Canadian Rear 
Admiral Steve Waddell, vice-commander of the Second Fleet, and on the 
other is the office of the deputy commander of JFC Norfolk, Rear Admiral 
Andrew Betton, of the Royal Navy, who was the first commander of HMS 
Queen Elizabeth. Those admirals, along with Norwegian, French and 
German admirals and a British commodore in the JFC, have tremendous 
command experience navigating some of the most challenging sea states in 
the world.

5	  Robbin Laird and Ed Timperlake, ‘Shaping a Way Ahead for North Atlantic Defense: The 
Perspective of VADM Lewis’, Second Line of Defense, 26 May 2021, sldinfo.com/2021/05/shaping-a-
way-ahead-for-north-atlantic-defense-the-perspective-of-vadm-lewis/.
6	  ibid.

http://sldinfo.com/2021/05/shaping-a-way-ahead-for-north-atlantic-defense-the-perspective-of-vadm-lewis/
http://sldinfo.com/2021/05/shaping-a-way-ahead-for-north-atlantic-defense-the-perspective-of-vadm-lewis/
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This advanced state of very senior defence collaboration is a key incubator 
for the shaping of new defence capabilities. The key role for cross-learning 
among allied navies is enhanced as well by the third command and has been 
incorporated into the Second Fleet.

The Combined Joint Operations from the Sea Centre of Excellence (CJOS 
COE) is the only NATO Centre of Excellence in the United States. It was 
established in 2006 and continued to exist while Second Fleet did not. 
Between the Second Fleet’s stand-down in 2011 and its return in 2018, the 
CJOS COE worked hard to shape the way NATO-wide maritime operations 
would contribute to Atlantic defence and, in the wake of the events of 
2014, focused on the coming reset of North Atlantic maritime operations. 
Admiral Lewis understood the importance of the centre in relation to the 
core operations of the Second Fleet, in terms of not just managing a NATO 
effort, but also the kind of distributed integrated force that must be shaped 
to deal with the new strategic environment.

A key change being addressed by the three commands under Vice-Admiral 
Lewis is the scope of the territory covered—namely, defence efforts in the 
High North. Establishing the new command in 2018, Admiral Richardson 
described the future scope of operations: ‘A new 2nd Fleet increases our 
strategic flexibility to respond—from the Eastern Seaboard to the Barents 
Sea. Second Fleet will approach the North Atlantic as one continuous 
operational space, and conduct expeditionary fleet operations where and 
when needed.’7

The new operational area covered by the Second Fleet and synergistically 
shaped by the JFC-experienced admirals clearly includes the Arctic, the 
High North more generally and Nordic waters. Richardson highlighted that 
shift in this new approach and made clear the focus would be on projecting 
force: ‘This one will be high-end, blue-water warfare using major elements 
of maritime power.’

Under the leadership of Vice-Admiral Lewis, the commands (for the two 
together really constitute the shaping of the new defence infrastructure) 
have pursued a very innovative approach to building capability. The Second 
Fleet was being shaped as new military capabilities were being generated 

7	  Robbin Laird and Ed Timperlake, ‘Re-Crafting North Atlantic Defense: The Impact of the 2nd 
Fleet and Joint Force Command Norfolk’, Second Line of Defense, 15 March 2021, sldinfo.com/2021/03/
re-crafting-north-atlantic-defense-the-impact-of-the-2nd-fleet-and-joint-force-command-norfolk/.

http://sldinfo.com/2021/03/re-crafting-north-atlantic-defense-the-impact-of-the-2nd-fleet-and-joint-force-command-norfolk/
http://sldinfo.com/2021/03/re-crafting-north-atlantic-defense-the-impact-of-the-2nd-fleet-and-joint-force-command-norfolk/
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on both the blue and the red sides of the equation. This command can 
leverage the practical capabilities that fifth-generation aircraft operating in 
the United Kingdom and the Nordic countries can deliver as well.

This will intersect most notably regarding common infrastructure, bases 
and sustainment decisions. A new era of significant innovation in Northern 
European and North Atlantic defence could be opening. In the summer of 
2022, I talked with the admiral who led the initial efforts to re-establish the 
Second Fleet and stand-up JFC Norfolk about the impact of the Nordic 
innovations. For Vice-Admiral (retired) Lewis: 

With the changes in the Nordic region, there will be an opportunity, 
for JFC Norfolk to become a four-star command on an equivalent 
level with JFC Brunssum and Naples from a rank standpoint. 
We could also have a subordinate command physically stationed 
in the Nordic nations, that would have the effect of pulling the 
continents together whereas JFC Norfolk is stationed obviously in 
the continental United States.

This would allow for significant innovation in thinking through 
how, in a practical sense, operations from east to west and west to 
east in the North Atlantic battlespace.8

The Finnish case
For years, there has been little room for argument that Finland is laser focused 
on how to defend its territory. The Finns have a long history of living with 
the Russians, including a century of being part of the Russian Empire itself 
(1809–1917). Knowing the Russians as well as they do, they are organised 
to defend when necessary their nation against their big neighbour.

Unlike others in Europe, Finland never bought into the idea of East–
West peace lasting forever after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Indeed, 
just months after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the Finns signed 
a $3-billion agreement to purchase 64 F-18 fighters—a major investment at 
the time, even as the world seemed ready to embrace a post–Cold War era.

8	  Robbin Laird, ‘The Way Ahead for Northern European Defense: Shaping the Future with Sweden and 
Finland as NATO Members’, Second Line of Defense, 5 December 2022, sldinfo.com/2022/12/the-way-
ahead-for-northern-european-defense-shaping-the-future-with-sweden-and-finland-as-nato-members/.

http://sldinfo.com/2022/12/the-way-ahead-for-northern-european-defense-shaping-the-future-with-sweden-and-finland-as-nato-members/
http://sldinfo.com/2022/12/the-way-ahead-for-northern-european-defense-shaping-the-future-with-sweden-and-finland-as-nato-members/
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The F-18 procurement was a decision that underwrote enhanced Finnish 
sovereignty, while making a key tie with NATO interoperability, even 
as Helsinki threaded the needle between Russia and NATO for decades 
more. That legacy was echoed when Finland announced its decision on 
10 December 2021 to buy the F-35 from the United States (and not the 
offering from close neighbour and militarily neutral partner Sweden), which 
clearly factored in the benefits of working more closely with key strategic 
allies to deflect Russian President Vladimir Putin’s efforts to go back to a 
world in which ‘Finlandisation’ was a word.

With Finland officially joining NATO in April 2023, alliance members 
have begun planning how to integrate Finnish airpower into strategies to 
counter Russia. There is a base of knowledge from which to work: Finland 
has been participating in cross-border airpower training for several years 
with Norway and Sweden. Now it will be fully integrated with the other 
F-35 partners in the region—Norway, Denmark, Poland, the Netherlands 
and Belgium—along with other F-35 operators in the United States, the 
United Kingdom and Germany.

This means that when the Finns fly their aircraft, they will be part of a 
significant intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance belt looking deep 
into areas of Russian interest and can provide command and control links 
to create a more integrated force response, dependent on national decisions. 
As I have written for years, the F-35 is not a traditional fighter aircraft; 
it is a flying combat system whose capabilities become magnified the more 
F-35s there are in the air. (Relatedly, the United States and the European 
F-35 partners must move more quickly on using the F-35 as an integrated 
force and its ability to deliver longer-range strikes against Russian targets in 
case of conflict.)

This means that Putin now faces a much more integrated and lethal force 
that can engage across the spectrum of conflict. Ironically, the Russians have 
skilfully generated Nordic defence collaboration and much closer working 
relationships with the Baltic states and Poland as well.

Given its location, Finland is a key state affecting how the Russians play the 
geopolitical game along their border with the NATO nations. 
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My travels to Finland and continuing discussions with Finns have taught 
me much about how they look at the evolving strategic situation. Their 
perspective and approach to defence modernisation were well articulated 
by Jukka Juusti, permanent secretary in the Ministry of Defence, in an 
interview conducted during a visit to Helsinki in February 2018.

Finland is clearly focused on mobilisation and security of supply as key 
foundations of national defence. And, as military transformation unfolds, 
these core capabilities become increasingly important to deal with the 
challenge identified in the Finnish defence policy document published 
in 2017: the threshold for the use of military force is lower and the time to 
respond shorter.

According to Juusti:

If you look at the map of Finland, it’s not an island but in practice 
we are an island. The vast majority of our trade is coming by ships. 
In that sense we are an island and this means that we have taken the 
security of supply always very seriously. It is the nature of Finland 
that we believe that we have to be able to take care of some of the 
most vital things by ourselves. That’s the reason, for example, that 
security of supply is so important for us. For example, with regard 
to ammunition and those kinds of supplies, we have a lot of stocks 
here in Finland. Of course, with regard to some of the equipment we 
never can have enough in our own resources.9

Holding such a perspective means that Finns are unlikely to be shocked by 
current Russian behaviour. But Finland joining NATO, given its pragmatic 
view of the nature of the defence challenge, should push other NATO 
nations, including the United States, to get realistic about the depth of the 
defence challenge posed by Russia and China and the significance of the 
changes that must be made.

Indeed, the prospect of an integrated Nordic defence following on from 
their enhanced cooperation of the past few years can provide a significant 
stimulus for change in the approach taken to defence by both the United 
States and Finland’s European allies.

9	  Robbin Laird, ‘Finland, in NATO and with the F-35, Forms a Powerful Challenge to Russia’, 
Breaking Defense, 11 July 2022, breakingdefense.com/2022/07/finland-in-nato-and-with-the-f-35-forms-
a-powerful-challenge-to-russia/#:~:text=That’s%20the%20reason%2C%20for%20example,enough%20
in%20our%20own%20resources.

http://breakingdefense.com/2022/07/finland-in-nato-and-with-the-f-35-forms-a-powerful-challenge-to-russia/#:~:text=That’s%20the%20reason%2C%20for%20example,enough%20in%20our%20own%20resources
http://breakingdefense.com/2022/07/finland-in-nato-and-with-the-f-35-forms-a-powerful-challenge-to-russia/#:~:text=That’s%20the%20reason%2C%20for%20example,enough%20in%20our%20own%20resources
http://breakingdefense.com/2022/07/finland-in-nato-and-with-the-f-35-forms-a-powerful-challenge-to-russia/#:~:text=That’s%20the%20reason%2C%20for%20example,enough%20in%20our%20own%20resources
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The Danish case
With NATO’s expansion to include Sweden and Finland, how the Nordic 
nations rework their national security approaches and capabilities is a major 
challenge—and an opportunity. Denmark could play an important role in 
triggering innovative thinking and shaping Nordic integration.

The Kingdom of Denmark includes both Greenland and the Faroe Islands. 
As such, the kingdom’s territory forms, in effect, the strategic rear for a 
Nordic integration effort—and requires their small navy and air force to 
operate over distances greater than a non-Dane might consider.

Because of its role in Greenland and the Faroe Islands, Denmark has reach 
in these important geographical areas as part of both North Atlantic defence 
and Arctic engagement. The Russians have expanded the perimeter of their 
defence capabilities in the Arctic and, in so doing, have raised concerns 
among the other Arctic powers. This is a core worry for the Nordic nations 
and an important consideration for their national and collective defence 
modernisation efforts.

As a result, linking communications inside the military, as well as between 
military and civilian authorities, is vital. This means the Danes have had 
to work non–line-of-sight capabilities for NATO’s military data Link 16, 
which involves, among other things, ways to move Link 16 data over other 
networks.

Innovation in command and control now is a key part of the focus of Danish 
defence leaders and for shaping a way ahead for Nordic defence integration. 
In a 2021 interview I did with Major General Anders Rex, then head of 
the Danish Air Force and now in charge of the Danish Defence Review, 
he underscored how crucial command and control innovation is—using 
current technologies and not relying on some futuristic Joint All-Domain 
Command and Control world—for shaping integrability in the region. 
(While I believe joint all-domain command and control is clearly the future, 
I agree with Rex’s point that we must work on enhanced capabilities with 
the current force.) Rex said:

We need focus on both in parallel. Denmark does not have the 
muscle to shape the future of all-domain command and control, but 
we also need to drive the change—we need now to get the job done. 
What I have been focused on over the past couple of years is to make 
our force better now.



STRATEGIC IMAGINATION

192

We actually already have the capability to shape more effective 
networks of intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance and 
[command and control] without significant investments. 
For example, we are leveraging the joint range extension application 
protocol (JREAP) that requires modest investments, and it is a way 
for us, our allies and coalition partners to build a modest combat 
cloud linking our data.10

When I visited Copenhagen in the summer of 2022, I had a chance to talk 
with Defence and industry officials in Denmark and it was clear there is a 
focus on innovations that could drive joint Nordic defence. That includes 
going beyond the command-and-control question to find other ways to 
work together. One issue facing Denmark’s current defence review is that it 
was set in motion and is scheduled for release before Finland and Sweden 
accede to NATO. So, the challenge is to ensure that whatever changes are 
put in place during the domestic review do not get in the way of potential 
Nordic integration.

One area where we could see better integration regionally is on the water. 
The Danes are among the most innovative ship designers in the world. The 
Iver Huitfeldt–class frigate combines capability with affordability and the 
United Kingdom has adopted the Danish design for its new fleet of general-
purpose frigates in a deal with Babcock International. With the clear need 
for Sweden, Norway and Denmark to expand their maritime capabilities 
in enhancing strategic depth for Nordic defence, Denmark is focusing on 
new ways to build a ship that can fit into a kill-web concept of operations 
or the ability of the ship to integrate with air and ground combat systems to 
deliver an integrated fire solution.

With Sweden facing a clear need to shift from its land-centric homeland 
defence posture and Finland also adjusting to a posture that provides for 
deep defence for the region, such Danish thinking could provide a trigger 
for shaping new and innovative ways ahead for Nordic defence innovation 
and integration.

10	  Robbin Laird, ‘Major General Anders Rex: Shaping Integratability’, Defense.Info, 3 March 2021, 
defense.info/interview-of-the-week/major-general-anders-rex-shaping-integratability/.

http://defense.info/interview-of-the-week/major-general-anders-rex-shaping-integratability/
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The Norwegian case
In any reimagining of what Nordic defence looks like, Norway—a founding 
NATO state that served as the alliance’s de facto lead in the High North—
is a central player. Certainly, the template it has shaped in restructuring 
its defence since 2014 provides a central foundation for the way ahead. 
Yet,  its  role as the central player in NATO’s Northern Europe defence 
strategy is changing as it becomes part of a much larger NATO area with 
the inclusion of Finland and Sweden.

But now that Norway is no longer the sole Nordic NATO leader in this 
key region, change should come. The focus will be primarily on not 
a conventional air–ground threat but an air–maritime and missile threat, 
which means Norway’s investments in F-35 Aegis systems and the P-8, 
along  with a joint purchase with Germany of new submarines, provide 
a  solid template on which to build for the region. They are enhancing 
both active and passive defence systems for their bases and relying on sea 
bases as well.

For example, at the main F-35 base at Ørland, which I visited when it 
was being built in 2018, force protection is integrated into the design. 
In addition, they have moved their Quick Reaction Alert (QRA) base much 
further north, from Bodø to the Evenes Air Station. On 6 January 2022, 
the Royal Norwegian Air Force F-35s officially took over the QRA mission 
from the F-16. The P-8s will operate from Evenes as well.

Norway has also regenerated its ‘total defence’ concept to provide for 
mobilisation in case of crisis and conflict. As stated in its long-term defence 
plan published in 2018: 

The complexity of threats and risks requires stronger and more flexible 
civil–military cooperation. We will continue to build resilience and 
civil preparedness in order to strengthen the ability of the nation to 
withstand and recover from attacks and incidents. The defence of 
Norway is dependent on a modern Total Defence framework, which 
enables relevant civilian assets to support the national and allied 
defence efforts during peacetime, crisis and armed conflict.11

11	  Norwegian Ministry of Defence, The Defence of Norway: Capability and Readiness—Long Term 
Defence Plan 2020 (Oslo: Government of Norway, 2020), www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/​7d48f0​
e5213d48b9a0b8e100c608bfce/long-term-defence-plan-norway-2020---english-summary.pdf, 2.

http://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/7d48f0e5213d48b9a0b8e100c608bfce/long-term-defence-plan-norway-2020---english-summary.pdf
http://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/7d48f0e5213d48b9a0b8e100c608bfce/long-term-defence-plan-norway-2020---english-summary.pdf
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The first test of the revised (from the time of the Cold War) total defence 
concept was the Trident Juncture NATO exercise held in Norway in 2018. 
I interviewed marines who participated in those exercises during a visit to 
2nd Marine Aircraft Wing in North Carolina, US, and they recounted 
being supported by members of Norway’s civil society as well as the host 
nation’s military. It was clear when they were operating in Norway that it 
is a committed ally and the population is highly supportive of US Marine 
Corps operations, including providing real-time intelligence on the ‘enemy’ 
force. This was noted as a significant difference from US Marine Corps 
operations in the Middle East.

What we have seen already is that the chiefs of defence from the four Nordic 
countries have been working towards a plan for increased cooperation. 
The early focus appears to be twofold. 

First, is a focus on how the region can work together to support allied 
reinforcements in a time of crisis. Until now this has been primarily 
a Norwegian activity, with the engagement of Denmark; now, there is a 
focus on how to use the entire region and to disperse forces including those 
that come from external allies in times of crisis. According to one source, 
the Nordic proposal to support reinforcements would be through the ice-
free port of Narvik in northern Norway, Trondheim Fjord in the middle 
of Norway, the Gothenburg region in Sweden and the Esbjerg harbour 
in Denmark.

Second, the Nordic defence chiefs would like to see a new format for the 
Cold Response Exercise. Renamed Nordic Response, the focus would be 
on Nordic integration across the region. It would set in motion new large-
scale exercises that could allow the region to coordinate their multi-domain 
efforts in air and maritime integration, with an eye beyond preparing for 
a ground–air assault from the Russians. 

As one senior Nordic defence official told me recently: 

This is a chance to rebuild our defence together in innovative new 
ways. We don’t want to prepare for the Cold War; we have to look 
at the challenges from not just the Russians but the threat from the 
Pacific as well.12

12	  Robbin Laird, ‘Re-Imaging Nordic Defense: The Norwegian Case’, Second Line of Defense, 
30 November 2022, sldinfo.com/2022/11/re-imaging-nordic-defense-the-norwegian-case/.

http://sldinfo.com/2022/11/re-imaging-nordic-defense-the-norwegian-case/
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The context within which Norway will operate its forces and total defence 
changes significantly with the expansion of the operational territory for 
NATO forces with the inclusion of Finland and Sweden. But the refocus on 
defence begun by Norway in 2014 provides a solid foundation for doing so, 
and the role of the Nordic defence industry within the ‘arsenal of democracy’ 
will undoubtedly grow as well.

The Swedish case
Of the five Nordic countries, Sweden faces the longest journey towards a 
new regional defence approach but also has an opportunity for significant 
innovation in how it does so. It has the longest journey due to its unique and 
long tradition of neutrality in European defence and a history of navigating 
blocs in Europe and protecting its sovereignty. It has a significant chance for 
innovation because it can rebuild its defence forces within a wider context 
and has defence companies with a broader perspective that the country has 
not yet tapped to its full benefit.

The legacy of neutrality was seen in the Swedish experience of World War 
II. In John Gilmour’s insightful book, Sweden, the Swastika and Stalin, he 
concluded: ‘Sweden prudently looked after its own interests and spurned 
the tutelage of the self-interested and evidently untrustworthy combatants. 
The responsibility for Sweden rested in Stockholm and nowhere else.’13

What has changed is that Stockholm now sees its own interests as best served 
by enlightened participation and leadership in the two key alliances shaping 
modern Europe: the European Union and NATO. It is an accident of 
timing, and perhaps also history, that Sweden’s presidency of the European 
Union is occurring in the same year as it will enter NATO.

Sweden holds the rotating presidency of the European Union precisely when 
the war in Ukraine and its significant ripple effects on security are centre-
stage. And in preparing to join NATO it is increasing its defence spending 
and looking at the future direction of its defence policy in Northern Europe.

Sweden faces a double challenge. How can it lead a significant strategic 
rethink about the defence of the region and Europe? And can it do so by 
bold thinking in terms of a redesigned force structure?

13	  John Gilmour, Sweden, the Swastika and Stalin: The Swedish Experience in the Second World War 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2010), doi.org/10.3366/edinburgh/9780748627462.001.0001.

http://doi.org/10.3366/edinburgh/9780748627462.001.0001
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To be frank, Sweden has let its forces draw down to very low levels. Sweden 
began its rethink of its defence posture and structure in the wake of the 
initial Ukraine crisis in 2014. It was clear that the Swedish leadership woke 
up to the fact that being neutral did not mean it would not be at the centre 
of the fourth battle of the Atlantic given the nature of the new combat 
systems and the Russians lowering the nuclear threshold in their declaratory 
strategy and force acquisition. Neutrality is nice but not if your society is 
nullified by military action going through the region.

Notably, since 2014, Sweden has had a robust strategy of engagement with 
international partners in defence, even before its NATO application. For 
example, in 2017, the Aurora 17 exercise was the largest in Sweden in more 
than 20 years and was clearly intended to test Swedish defence capabilities 
against a larger, more sophisticated opponent.

The Aurora 17 exercise triggered a revival of their approach to total defence, 
so it involved about 40 Swedish agencies beyond the Ministry of Defence. 
And, in the runup to applying for NATO membership, a key element 
has been an emphasis on evolving their total defence or whole-of-nation 
approach, including the return of conscription. The total defence concept 
includes cyber-defence, mobilisation-enhanced approaches and, with 
coming into NATO, working out how reinforcements will operate from 
Swedish territory. But this is the third decade of the twenty-first century; 
what does mobilisation of society mean now?

There are several areas of innovation in which Sweden will be a key player 
in a more integrated approach to Nordic defence. The first will clearly be 
operations with Norway and Finland in the High North and working with 
non-Nordic allies. Notably, one of the recommendations of the Swedish 
Armed Forces Supreme Commander General Micael Bydén was to enhance 
Sweden’s presence in the High North and find innovate ways to support 
force operations with regional allies.

A second area is clearly force mobility. Simply having a ground force that 
operates on its own territory is not enough; how will its ground forces 
operate with allies in forward defence of the region—notably, the Baltic? 
A third is to change how the air force and navy work together. The former 
has provided air defence for a small navy. As the air force and navy operate at 
greater distances, how will the combat platforms be outfitted and developed 
in the future?
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Here, Saab’s participation in the UK-led Project Tempest could lead to 
changes not only in the Swedish Air Force but also in those of its allies. Saab 
is one of the most significant, innovative and value-for-money defence firms 
in the West and will undoubtedly have an impact on a broader set of allies 
going forward.

The Swedish Navy has been focused on operating in the Swedish 
Archipelago, forward-leaning operations in the Baltic Sea and along the 
country’s west coast. The navy will build on these efforts as it plays a broader 
role in providing strategic depth to the region, and will share more maritime 
defence interests with Denmark and Norway and could collaborate in 
shipbuilding.

And, as the Baltic Sea sees greater cooperation among the NATO allies who 
now surround the area (Finland, Sweden, the Baltic states, Poland, Germany 
and Denmark), how will they work together to deal with the Russians 
operating from the Gulf of Finland and Kaliningrad? How will Sweden 
approach maritime defence and security in this contested sea bordering 
Russia and directly confronting Russian maritime interests in the North 
Atlantic? The potential cross-national cooperation on joint intelligence, 
surveillance and reconnaissance and command and control could lead to 
significant innovation involving maritime unmanned systems.

In short, Sweden is at a crossroads. It can draw on its unique location and 
strengths to help shape a broader kill-web defence and security structure with 
its allies in the region. Finding ways to innovate in connecting land, air and 
maritime assets across borders and a crosscutting force able to operate from 
security operations to high-end ones could bring significant innovation. 
It  would also show the kind of multi-domain innovation that nations 
working together and building integrated security and defence operations 
could do with the dynamic changes in technology that are on offer.14

Conclusion
The reimagining of Nordic defence along with that of Northern Europe 
within a reworked North Atlantic defence is a test of strategic imagination 
of the kind that Brendan Sargeant suggested was key to sound defence 

14	  For an examination of how to understand the nature and promise of a kill-web force, see Laird and 
Timperlake, A Maritime Kill Web Force in the Making. 
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thinking. When speaking to Nordic military leaders, it is clear the admission 
of Finland and Sweden to NATO is a key transformation point for the 
creation of new concepts of regional defence. Nordic countries had already 
been stepping up their level of integration after years of working together 
more closely based on NATO standards, but now officials have made plain 
that a true common defence for the region can be planned.

Sweden and Finland joining NATO is not simply an additive event. Rather, 
the prospect of Nordic defence integrability provides an opportunity for 
disruptive change to reset and recast how North Atlantic defence can be 
done. It is not just about how the United States manages the game; it is 
about how the Nordic countries work together to shape the game and to 
work out what the United States can usefully provide to Northern European 
defence, not the other way around.

Starting with geography, Norway and Finland will now represent a long 
land border with Russia. Sweden and the Kingdom of Denmark (including 
Greenland and the Faroe Islands) can stop focusing on immediate ground 
defensive needs and instead plan to provide regional defence depth by 
focusing on developing air and maritime capabilities.

This is especially significant for Sweden as it would represent a switch 
from decades of focus on narrowly considered territorial defence and an 
accompanying emphasis on its land forces, how its air arm works with 
its F-35 allies and the development of a new navy for extended defence in 
the region.

If any such depth transformation is to happen, non-Nordic NATO 
allies—particularly the United States and Canada—must rethink how they 
plan operations to reinforce Nordic defence, while the Nordic countries 
themselves shape greater capacities to defend themselves against Russia. 
Conflict among the nations is inevitable in this reworking and will test 
the ability of leaders to work together to reshape a sound defence policy 
in the region and beyond.
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