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Is Norden a Region?
(in the security sense)

The aim of this study is to place fa-
miliar issues of Nordic defence and 
security in a new light by applying 

to them a set of old and new analytical tools 
that are more commonly used in other parts 
of the world to assess the progress of ‘re-
gionalization’ in the security sphere. To get 
full value from this confrontation of con-
cepts, however, it is important to start by 
defining some basic terms including what 
is meant by a ‘region’ (or sub-region). Is it 
a geographical and/or historical given, or a 
subjective, human construct? In the field of 
public policy (including for security pur-
poses), the answer must obviously be the 
latter. A region can function as such only if 
the populations (and especially the makers 
and conceptualizers of policy) inside the 
given territory regard the states that com-
pose it as having something in common 
– which could be something negative as 

well as positive, such as a mutual hostility 
– and are prepared to operationalize that 
perception in some way.1 Of secondary 
interest, but sometimes also important for 
the practical security conditions created for 
and in the region, is what outsiders think. 
For instance, during the Cold War it is very 
likely that Moscow saw the Nordics more 
as a single ‘region’ than they did or were 
allowed to do themselves, and much of the 
USSR’s policy is most readily explicable 
on this basis. 

In the present case, there is an immedia-
tely striking contrast between the com-
mon tendency of outsiders – elsewhere in 
Europe, or in other continents – to lump 
together ‘Norden’ or the ‘Scandinavians’, 
and Nordics’ own constant questioning of 
‘are we a region?’. If non-Nordics were 
asked why they see Norden as a region, 
they would be most likely to cite a com-

Annual report at the Royal Academy of War Sciences’ Depart-
ment of National Security on the 17th april 2007  
by director Alyson J K Bailes*

* The author wishes to thank Martin Sjögren, a Research Assistant at SIPRI, for help in the preparation of 
tables for this text.

1 For a fuller account of this point and a discussion of regional security cooperation as a global phenome-
non, see Bailes, A J K and Cottey, A: ‘Regional security cooperation in the twenty-first century’ in SIPRI 
Yearbook 2006: Armaments, Disarmament and International Security Oxford University Press, 2006.
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mon geography and climate, and common 
cultural or social patterns created both by 
history and by active policy. Nordic ‘insid-
ers’ admit the cultural/social similarities, 
but are likely to point out how the local 
states are differentiated into ‘Western’ 
and ‘Eastern’, or ‘Baltic’, ‘Atlantic’ and 
‘Arctic’ geo-strategic sub-regions; they 
will point to more subtle differences in 
historical and political experience and gov-
ernance, and to nuances or even tensions 
between national identities. Many of the 
latter apply to Sweden, as is not uncom-
mon in any region/sub-region with one 
substantially (and historically dominant) 
larger state; but alternative arguments can 
be made about Denmark, or Iceland, or 
Finland as the odd-man-out depending on 
what regional characterics are selected as 
most ‘typical’.

To move beyond the subjectivity of such 
rival perceptions, the question of how to 
define a ‘region’ should be posed more spe-
cifically in the context of international se-
curity and in the relation to the traditions of 
scholarship that have been applied directly 
to this issue. Up to the end of the twentieth 
century, the mainstream descriptive ap-
proach was based on military-related insti-
tutional frameworks and/or on inter-state 

power relations: it distinguished between 
alliances, collective security systems, secu-
rity complexes and security communities 
in increasing order of divergence from 
classic (‘Westphalian’) balance-of-power 
models.2 No such category easily fits Nor-
den or is even helpful for diagnosing it. A 
Nordic ‘alliance’, ‘community’, or ‘collec-
tive security’ arrangement, limited to the 
region itself, was  briefly considered but 
decisively rejected after World War Two;3 
and in the mid-1990s a possible Nordic-
Baltic version was only briefly advocated 
by outsiders and never sought by either 
the Nordics or the Baltics themselves. The 
cold war system commonly summed up as 
the ‘Nordic balance’ perhaps came closest 
to constituting a security ‘complex’, since 
the latter can be defined by oppositions 
and contrasts rather than commonalities 
– in this instance, the asymmetric strategic 
interface of Russia and its small Western 
neighbours, the macro-balance between 
Allied and non-Allied Nordic states and 
the micro-balance between Finland and 
Sweden. But a ‘complex’ is typically seen 
as closed and self-sufficient (e.g. NATO 
versus the Warsaw Pact, or India and Pa-
kistan), and it is unlikely that applying this 
to Norden would ever make much sense 

2 For a summary of these models and further references see Bailes and Cottey (as note 1 above), pp 199-201. 
It should be noted here that regionalization/regionalism has also been extensively studied as a branch of 
international economics, but with a different set of classifications and often a more critical approach.

3 Talks on a possible foreign policy and defence union between Norway, Denmark and Sweden were con-
ducted in a joint committee during the winter of 1948-9 but were strongly opposed by the Soviet Union, 
which in effect vetoed Finnish involvement. The project broke down i a over the difficulties of assuring 
sufficient capability, and was finally rendered irrelevant by the decisions of Norway, Denmark and Iceland 
to become founder-members of NATO in 1949.
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*  Figures obtained from national defence officials. Source for other data: IISS, The Military Balance for 2006 and 2007 
(OUP 2006, Routledge 2007).  NB that the IISS figures for overseas deployments may differ from and be lower than figures 
published nationally, in that they reflect annual averages. For up-to-date totals see the SIPRI database on multilateral 
peace operations, http://conflict.sipri.org/SIPRI_Internet/

 Denmark Finland Iceland Norway Sweden 
Population 5 432 335 5 223 442 296 737 4 593 041 9 001 774 
Armed forces 
personnel, 
2006 

21 180 28 300 - 25 800 27 600 

Number of 
conscripts, 
2006* 

7 000 25 000 - 10 000 10 000 

Percentage of 
conscript age-
class called up, 
2006 

 39%  82% -  33%  17% 

Period of 
conscription, 
2006 

10 months 
(to be 4) 

6-9-12 
months 

- 12 months 7-15 months 

Number of 
personnel 
deployed on 
international 
peace 
missions, 2006 
(inc. observers) 

 
 
1366 

 
 
679 

 
 
(no 
military) 

 
 
675 

 
 
945 

 

Table 1: Nordic states and their armed forces
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to outsiders who saw Russia as a ‘trans-
regional’ European challenge and saw 
the US/NATO as the real other half of the 
strategic balance that kept Europe peaceful 
in the North. Similarly, if Norden was and 
is any kind of security ‘community’, it can 
only be described as such in a very ‘soft’ 
and elusive sense of awareness of common 
destiny and linked identity, still far from 
being translated into defence specifics or 
even into a shared strategy and mechanism 
for ‘societal security’.

An updated empirical approach to region-
al phenomena for the twenty-first century 
is still emerging, and while references are 
not rare to the ‘new regionalism’ there is 
no clear definition of this term. Generally 
speaking, the latest literature still takes 
institutional frameworks as its point of 
departure but with a more evolutionary and 
instrumental reading of their role, which 
among other things makes it hard to say 
what are the ‘superior’ institutional forms. 
Much new work is inspired on the one 
hand by the concept of integration which 
goes far beyond (and indeed, relativizes) 
state-level transactions,4 and on the other 
by new wider readings of ‘security’ that 
place more emphasis i a on non-state ac-
tors and non-military dimensions. Instead 

of the clearly differentiated and usually 
Euro- or West-centric theoretical models of 
the past, the new environment encourages 
the recognition of a much wider range of 
relevant processes also evolving outside 
Europe, and of the need to study multi-in-
stitutional dynamics (issues of horizontal 
and vertical overlap, leading to rivalry, 
coordination, or complementarity). The 
option of regional cooperation may also 
be addressed in a normative and proactive 
rather than just descriptive spirit, especi-
ally when regionalism is conflated with 
defence of ‘[effective] multilateralism’ as 
in the EU’s official philosophy5 and/or is 
contrasted with recent US ‘unilateral’ or 
‘divide and rule’ approaches.6 

Applying the simplest, institutional, 
categorizing tools of this new regionalist 
agenda to Norden also seems to give rather 
straightforward negative results. Formal 
Nordic Cooperation exists but was cons-
ciously ‘desecuritized’ at its inception (and 
remained so until very recently indeed), 
while the pattern of Nordic states’ involve-
ment in larger security-related groupings 
is highly ‘deregionalized’ as a result of 
local states’ differential and incomplete 
EU and NATO membership, plus the larger 
three-way divide between the incompletely 

4 The European Union as the hitherto most advanced model of ‘integration’ has been the focus of almost 
all this work: hence the growing literature on the process of ‘Europeanization’ that affects governments, 
other elites, civil society organizations and popular behaviour and culture – even, to a certain degree, in 
countries that are not full EU members.

5 ‘Effective multilateralism’ is one of the main principles and goals laid down in the EU’s European Security 
Strategy (‘A Secure Europe in a Better World’) adopted by the European Council on 12 December 2003, 
text at http://www.consilium.europa.eu/cms3_fo/showPage.ASP?id=266&lang=EN&mode=g

6 For a brief and preliminary discussion of the US factor see Bailes and Cottey (as note 1 above), esp pp 
213-5 and 221-3.
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integrated North coast of the Baltic Sea, the 
now completely integrated South coast and 
the apparently non-integrateable Russia. 
Sub-regional institutional creations like 
the Council of Baltic Sea States (CBSS) 
or Barents Euro-Arctic Council (BEAC) 
provide only a very partial, though sig-
nificant exception.7 However, a merit of 
the new multi-actor, multi-dimensional 
analysis is that it does not necessarily ac-
cept that the formal institutional picture 
is the full story or even if it were, that the 
apparent status quo is static, coherent or 
indefinitely viable. 

The purpose of the present study is to 
go beyond the quick (and perhaps too 
comfortable) answers produced by appl-
ying either mode of regional analysis to 
Norden. The underlying questions in the 
rest of the discussion will be: first, what is 
the real pattern of commonality or division, 
convergence or divergence in the manage-
ment of contemporary Nordic security and 
defence affairs? Secondly, what are the real 
objective and subjective drivers behind 
this pattern; and thirdly, are they changing 
and if so in what direction and why? In 
terms of organization, the discussion will 
move from the past through the present to 
a brief speculation about the future. While 
the focus will be on the five Nordic states 
(and associated territories), the issue of a 
broader Nordic-Baltic strategic entity will 

be brought into the argument where neces-
sary and useful. 

A Re-Reading of the ‘Classic’ (Cold 
War) Nordic Model
In cold war conditions, it seemed be-
yond argument that the Nordic strategic 
‘complex’ could not be either positively 
integrated, or self-sufficient. On top of 
the permanent geostrategic asymmetries, 
the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Treaty 
Organization which it led were was openly 
hostile to all Western neighbours and 
had massive military (including nuclear) 
superiority. The South coast of the Baltic 
was divided and partially ‘occupied’, and 
Germany in its divided state no longer of-
fered options (as it had in earlier times) for 
either balancing or integrating Russia. 

It would be easy to take these factors 
as providing a direct and self-sufficient 
explanation for the major choices actually 
made by Nordic nations at the time. The 
actions of Denmark, Iceland and Norway 
brought NATO (and thus, US nuclear 
deterrence) strategically into the region, 
while Finland and Sweden adopted neu-
trality (later, ‘non-aligned’ or ‘non-allied’ 
status) for ‘balance’ and to limit provoca-
tion. The balance was further refined and 
the strategic temperature lowered by the 
fact that Norway and Denmark had no 
foreign forces or nuclear objects on their 

7 They are an exception because of their very ‘inclusive’ character (open to all Nordics, Baltics, Russia and 
even Poland and Germany), but they do not disprove the overall argument because they have no ‘hard’ or 
‘supranational’ security agenda and, indeed partly serve the function of cushioning regional divides in the 
‘harder’ dimensions.
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territory in peacetime, and any discussion 
of strategic cooperation between Sweden 
and Norway and Sweden and the USA 
– though revealed in retrospect as quite 
significant8 – was kept strictly under wraps. 
As already noted, regional cooperation 
– limited at that time to the Nordic frame-
work plus the Nordic states’ presence in 
the wider EFTA economic grouping – was 
thoroughly de-securitized, thus allowing 
i a limited cooperation with the USSR 
itself. To complete the picture, however, 
it should be noted that all these measures 
of restraint and evidence were still barely 
enough to keep intrinsic tensions under 
control, as shown both by the sharpness 
of the rare crises that occurred over the 
decades (Sweden/submarines, Exercise 
Abel Archer); and the region was so deli-
cately balanced that any effort to push it 
further towards demilitarization – notably 
by establishing a Nordic nuclear weapon 
free zone – evoked opposing responses in 
the East and West (and as between different 
Nordics) that made it never really a worka-
ble proposition One last feature and con-
sequence of the model was that the areas 
of parallelism or convergence in Nordic 
nations’ defence behaviour were limited 
to those where neither Russia nor NATO 
had a droit de regard and which were not 

inherently provocative: first, such common 
features of internal defence arrangements 
as universal conscription, deployment 
patterns and the link with the provincial 
economy especially in the North, and sec-
ondly, the common Nordic commitment to 
(and a degree of coordination in) ‘altruis-
tic’ overseas peacekeeping.

It is not difficult to understand the 
‘comfort level’ with this arrangement that 
generally prevailed among Nordic policy-
making elites and populations alike, and 
the overt or unspoken complicity of all 
Nordic players in maintaining it for 45 
years. There is no arguing with the fact 
that the region did remain relatively stable 
even during times of tension elsewhere in 
Europe (such as the 1956 and 1968 events 
or the later internal disturbances in Poland, 
on just the other side of the Baltic). Apart 
from its demonstrated utility, however, the 
model also conformed with longer-term 
Nordic ‘peace’ (or ‘clean hands’) traditions 
involving various degrees of abstention 
and disengagement  from military power 
competition in the forms of rejection of 
foreign force stationing, positive efforts 
for neutrality, demilitarized areas, medi-
ating between the blocs, and so on. Against 
this background, the ‘Nordic balance’ as a 
whole and the behaviours that sustained it 

8 Since the end of the Cold War it has been more openly admitted that Sweden and Finland benefited 
indirectly from NATO’s cover, and the extent of discreet Norwegian-Swedish cooperation has come to 
light. See e g Swedish Commission on Neutrality Policy: Had there been a war…: preparations for the 
reception of military assistance 1949-1969, SOU, 1994:11, Fritzes, Stockholm, 1994, and Dalsjö, Robert: 
Life-Line Lost: The Rise and Fall of ’Neutral’ Sweden’s Secret Reserve Option of Wartime Help from the 
West Santerus Academic Press Swede, Nov 2006.
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could also be portrayed – and genuinely 
felt – as a normative good.9 Last but not 
least, national defence burdens remained 
manageable under this system, and unu-
sually high levels (in Europe terms) of 
national consensus and civic participation 
were maintained up to and even beyond 
the end of the cold war itself.

Because this equation added up so 
neatly, however, there was little need or 
inclination to explore at the time how it 
might also fit with and reflect more self-
regarding – or some might say, even selfish 
– Nordic propensities. In retrospect the 
‘Nordic balance’ fitted remarkably well 
with local states’ 19th–20th century pre-
occupation with national independence, 
meaning both freedom from interference 
(especially for the newer Nordic states, and 
including the Finnish part-myth ‘We can 
only rely on ourselves’) and the avoidance 
of extraterritorial liabilities or burdens of 
leadership (Sweden). An even-handed, 
non-provocative, mediating stance be-
tween larger strategic powers could also be 
read by less indulgent outside observers as 
a policy of ‘I’m all right Jack’, ‘having it 
both ways’, and closing eyes to unwelcome 
realities, leaving all Nordics conveniently 
free to come to terms when necessary with 
the civilizational ‘enemy’ (cf Sweden’s 

balancing act in World War Two, and 
aspects of  President Kekkonen’s attitude 
to the USSR). Underlying intra-Nordic 
differences and distrusts also surely played 
some part in creating the model’s elaborate 
pattern of differentiation and its minimi-
zing of intra-regional commitments, even 
if they were only spasmodically brought 
to the surface for example during the brief 
post-World War Two discussions on a 
Nordic ‘alliance’. 

It is arguable, even if we withhold any 
normative comment, that this state of af-
fairs established and perpetuated important 
mismatches between the discourse and 
reality of Nordic security at numerous lev-
els – with implications that will be clearer 
when we come to the present. The most 
fundamental reality was that the actual 
strategic balance and safety of the Nordic 
territories was at no point being achieved 
by the Nordics themselves or at least, by 
them alone: as already argued, the regional 
security complex was a pseudo-complex 
existing primarily by virtue of the efforts 
and attitudes of actors outside the region. 
Secondly, the Allied alignment of the 
three Western Nordic states was basically 
political, with no concrete and permanent 
manifestations of collective defence in-
area nor any significant extraterritorial 

9 For a review of the development of these notions in the 19th-20th centuries and a discussion of their cur-
rent relevance see Chillaud, M: ‘Territorial Disarmament in Northern Europe: The Epilogue of a Success 
Story?’, SIPRI Policy Paper no 13 of Aug 2006, text available at http://www.sipri.org
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commitments for the Nordics themselves.10 
Thirdly, and conversely, the supposed 
‘neutrality’ of the two Easternmost Nordic 
states was not political, social or economic 
and did not exclude covert transactions 
with Allied powers. Lastly, Nordic de-
fence choices and ‘security culture’ were 
normatized and presented almost as a self-
sacrifice – in both internal and external 
political discourses – when in fact they 
also arose from and played to some of the 
less creditable (though understandable) 
Nordic national habits and interests. This 
kind of idealizing rhetoric, in Norden as 
elsewhere, can easily start to feed back into 
and take over actual strategic perceptions, 
pushing them even further from reality in 
a kind of feedback loop.

To the extent that Nordic policy-mak-
ing élites were aware of and actively 
sustained some of these contradictions, 
a dislocation was also present between 
what was done by the elite and what was 
said to and believed by the people. The 
elitist handling of national strategic af-
fairs without full public transparency was 
manifest in Finland under Kekkonen, but 
not entirely absent elsewhere either. To 
avoid misunderstanding of the author’s 
intent here, it is important to stress that key 
players would not necessarily be ashamed 
to admit this. ‘The end justified the means’ 
when it came to regional peace, national 

survival and prosperity, and there were 
good reasons – including historical and 
cultural ones – why Nordic populations 
should feel supportive of national defence 
efforts  and retain trust in their leaders even 
without full transparency.  Nor was Nordic 
behaviour without profit for European and 
global security: it did not have to be truly 
altruistic in order to be beneficial.

Changes and Nordic Responses from 
1990 to the Present
The end of the cold war could not change 
one dominant reality for Norden: the re-
gion remained and remains one with an 
inherent power deficit, acted upon by larger 
environmental changes which it neither 
initiates, nor can hope to block or divert by 
its own efforts. The post-Cold War Nordic 
agenda has thus remained essentially one 
of adaptation to new circumstances and 
demands. While the nature of the changes 
is that, almost without exception, they (a) 
hit the whole of the region equally and (b) 
re-work and (overall) reduce the intrinsic 
differences between Norden and the rest of 
Europe, the conscious responses of Nordic 
leaders and populations may have either 
convergent or divergent characteristics. 
Put more simply – and as in the Cold War 
– the region is united by its existential 
plight but not necessarily in its ways of 
handling it.

10 This may be made clearer by contrasting the Nordic situation with that on the Central Front where Germany 
relied on the stationed forces of many other Allies who in turn consented to provide ‘human shields’ for 
Germany. The situation on the Southern flank was closer to that in Norden, but provides no parallel for 
the most extreme Nordic cases of non-commitment whereby Iceland had no forces for its own defence 
and Denmark could not realistically defend Greenland.
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With some simplification, the relevant 
changes in the global, European and re-
gional strategic context may be subdivided 
into four groups.

A) Geo-strategic and -political: factors 
here include the collapse of the Soviet 
Union and Warsaw Pact, the eventual 
extension of the EU and NATO to the 
whole South Baltic littoral making the 
Baltic essentially a ‘Western Sea’, and the 
shift of US strategic attention and visible 
engagement away from Europe as a whole 
and the High North in particular towards 
more far-flung ‘regions of crisis’ as well 
as transnational threats.11

B) Institutional: NATO has progres-
sively shifted its focus from cold war-style 
territorial defence, first to European crisis 
management, enlargement and the crea-
tion of a new modus vivendi with Russia, 
then to global operations as typified at 
present by Afghanistan. In the process, 
resources, attention and plans have been 
withdrawn wholesale from the collective 
defence system within Europe. The EU has 
also enlarged, has created the European 
Security and Defence Policy (ESDP), and 
has taken on a more conscious and still 
growing role as a multi-functional security 
actor notably for addressing all parts of the 
conflict agenda and ‘new threats’. New 
sub-regional networks have been created 

across Europe East and South of the old 
inner-German border,  including, – in the 
North – the CBSS, BEAC, Arctic Council 
and the EU’s Northern Dimension; and 
particularly since 2000, there has been a re-
lative decline/specialization in the roles of 
the more ‘inclusive’ frameworks, inherited 
from the post-war period, the Organization 
for Security and Cooperation in Europe 
(OSCE) and Council of Europe (CoE).

C) Changes in the substance of the De-
fence and security agenda: the 1990s saw 
the rise of conflict management demands 
(where no potential contributor is any long-
er treated as ‘peripheral’), followed from 
2001 by the new salience of non-military 
dimensions (‘new threats’, homeland/func-
tional/societal security, ‘human security’) 
which are more transnational and more 
intrusive than earlier threats, and which 
also tend to undermine the clear divide 
between military defence and other func-
tions of government previously viewed (at 
least in Norden) as ‘desecuritized’.

D) Military-technical factors: in Europe 
these have included an almost universal 
decline in military budgets and available 
manpower, combined with rising unit costs 
(both for equipment and the average ‘ca-
pable soldier’) and stronger demands for 
both tri-service and international interope-
rability (with a new emphasis on ‘enabler’ 

11 Particularly important for Norden has been the apparent de-prioritizing and shift in nature of US concerns 
about possible strategic nuclear attacks from Russia over the polar route, or Russian naval breakout through 
the ‘Greenland-Iceland gap’. Symptomatic is the fact that for its new plans to seek strategic protection 
through missile defence, the USA seems to ask and need nothing more from Norden than one extremely 
‘rear-located’ installation in Northern Greenland.
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systems, mobility and flexibility). Pol-
icy-makers’ reactions are creating trends 
towards concentration, specialization, 
and greater dependence on collaborative 
deals and/or export markets in the defence 
industrial branch. 

What common or diverging elements can 
be seen in the reactions of the five Nordic 
states to these new realities, from 1990 to 
the present? The following sections will 
address the question under the same four 
headings, A to D, as above.

A: Geostrategic and -political changes

Common or convergent reactions 
These begin with a clear and contin-
ued Nordic preoccupation with the 
security challenge ‘from the East’, 
i a because most local manifestations 
of ‘new threats’ also come from there 
– migration, smuggling, crime, pollu-
tion etc; but also for straightforward 
and continuing military-strategic 
reasons including not just Russia’s 
size and behaviour but its proximity. 
(Since the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, integrated Europe’s only land 
bridges to the Russian Federation 
are in the North-East.) As a result, 
military (defensive) security as such 
remains a Nordic preoccupation to a 
greater degree than in any other part 
of ‘old Europe’, with Denmark as an 
easily explainable exception (given 
its Western, partly ‘continental’ loca-
tion). 
To balance this, there has been a con-

1.

2.

tinuing Nordic readiness also to try to 
address some issues cooperatively and 
actively with Russia: notably through 
the new sub-regional frameworks, and 
by leveraging multilateral  European 
support (as Finland sought to do from 
the EU in the Northern Dimension), 
but also through purely bilateral  
initiatives e g  for cooperative border 
management or trans-frontier aid;
There is a continuing and quite natural 
Nordic tendency to see Russia largely 
through the North-West Russian 
(ie, regionalized) optic. This carries 
some risk that the Nordic (and Baltic) 
states will have only a limited and 
specialized input to larger EU/NATO 
discussions on the West’s overall 
strategic/civilizational relationship 
with Russia, which needs to take 
account of Russia’s total interaction 
with Europe and ideally, be based on 
a 360-degree view of its behaviour. 
Until recently, the same factor gave 
the Nordics a relatively low profile 
in policy creation or initiative-taking 
on other former Soviet states, in sharp 
contrast with the Baltic states’ eager-
ness to help the most reform-minded 
among the latter.
All Nordics have shown some  readi-
ness to give practical security assist-
ance to the newly independent Baltic 
states, but none has offered to form a 
local hard security community (or pre-
ferential energy-sharing community) 
with them, nor to admit them as part 
of the ‘Nordic community’ in a formal 

3.

4.
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sense (despite Estonia’s direct attempt 
to claim a ‘Nordic’ label). Most obvi-
ously, there has never been a serious 
movement to admit the Baltic States as 
members of the Nordic Council. There 
are no signs of any new Nordic sense 
of sympathy or common identity with 
Poland as a result of the latter’s double 
integration in NATO and the EU; and 
no evident new ‘Germany policy’ in 
response to reunification.

Divergent reactions 

I. These include different degrees of pu-
blic openness and sense of urgency in the 
Russia-related debate, with also different 
‘curves’ of concern over time. Sweden has 
generally taken the least forward stance on 
this issue and has not (so far) launched any 
particular initiatives for new institutional 
frameworks to handle the Norden-Russia 
interface. Any major debate in Sweden 
about energy security aspects had to wait 
for the publicity over a planned new Rus-
sian pipeline running close to Swedish ter-
ritory, in 2006-7, while Finland’s decision 
as early as 2001 to build a fifth nuclear 
power station was clinched precisely by 
the argument about reducing reliance on 
Russia. Finnish concern has in fact been 
pretty constant while Norwegian concerns 
have followed an up-down-up pattern over 
the last 15 years.12 Such differences can 
of course also be related to objective dif-

ferences in the nature of Russia’s ‘impact’ 
on, interface with or conscious behaviour 
towards the different Nordic states, with 
differential historical experiences still af-
fecting national visions almost as much as 
any current reality. 

II. Policies towards the USA: while basic 
awareness of the USA’s importance for 
Nordic safety has not markedly changed 
or diverged since the end of the cold war, 
and while the more aggressive aspects of 
Washington’s policy especially since 2001 
have disturbed all Nordic sensibilities sim-
ilarly, nations’ response strategies have 
started to diverge sharply as symbolized 
by the range of Nordic positions on the 
Iraq war (Denmark sending troops while 
Sweden branded the March 2003 invasion 
as ‘illegal’). There are also differences in 
how overt and unitary national policies are 
– Denmark being pro-USA on all fronts 
(including willingness to participate in the 
missile defence programme) while Sweden 
has continued its hi-tech cooperation (and 
built up a homeland security dialogue) with 
the USA even after condemning some of 
George W Bush’s major policy choices.

B. Institutional trends 
Common or convergent reactions 

The most important of these is the per-
sistent Nordic tendency to minimize 
formal (new) collective commitments, 

1.

12 According to Tapani Vaahtoranta (‘Suomi yrittää pysyä piilossa’ (Finland trying to hide away’), Helsingin 
Sanomat 11 Mar. 2006), Putin’s burst of ‘bad behaviour’ in 2006-7 was greeted with a kind of ironic 
recognition by Finnish defence analysts, who had never expected anything much different.
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13 In a Eurobaromemter survey conducted in autumn 2006 and published in December that year, Finland 
had the third lowest overall popular support anywhere in Europe for being in the EU (39%) and Sweden 
had the second lowest positive opinion (41%) on whether the country had benefited from membership.  
Interestingly, Danish popular support for membership (opt-outs or no opt-outs) was as high as 61%.  See 
Eurobarometer 66: Public Opinion in the European Union: First Results at http://ec.europa.eu/public_opi-
nion/archives/eb/eb66/eb66_en.htm

14 See Pedersen, K C: ‘Denmark and the European Security and Defence Policy’ in Bailes, A J K, Herolf, G 
and Sundelius, B: The Nordic Countries and European Security and Defence Policy, Oxford University 
Press, 2006.

Table 2: Institutional and operational choices of the Nordic states 
 Denmark Finland Iceland Norway Sweden 
EEA member Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
EU member Yes Yes No No Yes 
EMU member No Yes No No No 
Other EU opt-outs All defence 

related issues 
No No No No 

Participates in 
ESDP missions 

Yes* Yes Yes* Yes Yes 

Participates in 
Nordic ESDP 
Battlegroup 

No Yes No Yes Yes 

NATO member Yes No Yes Yes No 
PfP member No Yes No No Yes 
Participates in 
KFOR 

Yes Yes No Yes Yes 

Participates in 
ISAF 

Yes Yes Yes* Yes Yes 

Participation in 
Iraq operation, 
2003 

Yes No Yes* Yes No 

Participation in 
Iraq operation, 
2007 

Yes No No No No 

* Civilian personnel only. 
 

the main exception being Finland and 
Sweden’s entry to the EU (but Sweden 
is still outside EMU, and opinion poll 
data show relatively high levels of 
Euro-scepticism in both Sweden and 
Finland).13 Norwegian, Danish and 
Icelandic special limitations within 

NATO continue, and Denmark took an 
opt-out in 1992 from ESDP together 
with three other fields of EU integra-
tion.14 When the EU prepared for 
ESDP in 1999, Finland and Sweden 
at first did their best to avoid, delay 
and limit the impact of the new policy 
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(through the ‘Petersberg formula’) 
and then – when environmental, 
institutional and political dynamics 
pushed ESDP forward after 2000 
much faster than they had bargained 
for – sought specific ‘insulation’ in 
EU documents from any move any 
towards a true collective defence in 
the EU framework.15

There has been a converse Nordic 
readiness to join, and exploit to the 
maximum, any new ‘membership-
minus’ or ‘all-but -membership’ 
frameworks established by the major 
European institutions for dialogue 
and practical cooperation: hence 
Finland’s and Sweden’s membership 
of NATO’s Euro-Atlantic Partnership 
and exploitation of some of the more 
intense options (Planning and Review 
Process, PARP) within it; Norway’s 
and Iceland’s membership of the EU’s 

2.

European Economic Area (EEA), and 
the use they have made of options 
provided by the EU for ad hoc outsider 
contributions to ESDP operations.16 
There has also been a shared Nordic 
interest in exploiting new European 
frameworks for defence-industrial 
collaboration (with Sweden very 
much in the lead because of the size 
of its industry).17

All Nordic states have called for and 
worked for a complementary, coop-
erative and non-conflictual NATO/EU 
relationship in handling new security 
tasks and in particular, military de-
ployments for crisis management. 
(This can also be read more broadly 
as Norden’s reluctance to be forced 
to take sides between the USA and 
Europe or more precisely, between 
operational frameworks that exclude 
and that include the USA). 

3.

4.

 15 The ‘Petersberg formula’ is a form of words contained in a former Western European Union (WEU) Mi-
nisterial declaration at Petersberg, near Bonn, which sets out a range of military crisis management mis-
sions falling short of self-defence. The Treaties of Maastricht and Amsterdam allowed the EU to sponsor 
missions within these categories to be executed by WEU, and during 1999 it was agreed that the same 
formula should limit the military tasks to be undertaken by the EU in ESDP.  The draft European Constitu-
tion negotiated in 2004 would have contained a clause pledging member states to mutual assistance in the 
event of a military attack, but the EU’s non-Allied members negotiated a phrase to be added that would 
have prevented any implication of change in their own national policies, while European NATO members 
added wording to the effect that NATO was still the primary source of their collective defence.

16 See the introduction by  A J K Bailes and the chapters by T Tiilikainen and G Herolf, respectively, in Bailes, 
Herolf and Sundelius (as note 14 above).  For more details on the strains created by Norway’s and Iceland’s 
wish to take part in ESDP missions see the chapters in the same work by N M Udgaard and A J K Bailes 
and B Thorhallsson, respectively.

17 For example, Sweden was the only Nordic state and one of only six states altogether to join the ‘Letter of 
Intent’ agreement on European defence industry cooperation signed in 1998 and the follow-up agreement 
on easing mutual defence trade of 27 July 2000 (with the UK, France, Germany, Italy and Spain as the 
other members). For more on defence industry generally see the chapters by B Hagelin and M Brzoska, 
respectively, in Bailes, Herolf and Sundelius (as note 14 above).
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There has been general Nordic support 
for NATO and EU enlargement (most 
hesitant in Finland’s case vis-à-vis the 
Baltics, although Helsinki concluded 
after 9/11 that the shift in the US-Rus-
sian atmosphere would allow entry to 
NATO to reinforce rather than damage 
regional stability).
All Nordics have shown a parallel and 
joint readiness to join in both NATO-
led and EU-led peace missions (even 
where the legal base was not perfectly 
clear in terms of Nordic constitutional 
requirements, i.e. Kosovo, and where 
the action is out-of-area, i e Afgha-
nistan); they have also been willing 
to work with the Baltic states in these 
settings (usually by accepting or even 
promoting the attachment of Baltic 
contingents to Nordic ones).
As already noted, all Nordic states 
have been involved in sponsoring 
or participating in new sub-regional 
frameworks that have (i a) ‘soft se-
curity’ and generalized stabilization 
agendas.
They have shown a continued attach-
ment to the OSCE and (to a lesser 
extent) CoE as institutions that still 
have both a normative and practical 
role to play for the wider Europe. 

(These last two points also fit in with 
the thesis of ‘minimizing integration’, 

5.

6.

7.

8.

inasmuch as sub-regional frameworks 
and OSCE are not based on binding in-
ternational-legal commitments and do not 
in practice involve intrusions into Nordic 
life.)

Divergent reactions
I.  The paradox of the common ‘minimize 
integration’ reflex is, of course, that it 
perpetuates the existing differentiation of 
Nordic NATO and EU statuses, with the 
important exception of Sweden and Fin-
land joining Denmark in the EU (but note 
the intentionally tardy and limited nature 
of coordination initiatives between these 
three Nordic members,18 and the positive 
efforts made by Finland and Sweden after 
their entry in 1995 to avoid the impression 
that they were acting as ‘twins’.)  The 
range of institutional statuses has actually 
become further  differentiated with the Dan-
ish EU opt-outs of  1992 and the entry of 
Finland – but not Sweden – into the EMU.  
There are less formal and tangible but still 
interesting differences in the degree to 
which Finland’s and Sweden’s elites have 
openly acknowledged the security instru-
mentality of EU membership, and openly 
mooted the idea of going along with the 
EU’s transformation into a ‘real’ defence 
community.

II. There are some signs that different 
Nordic states have driven their respective 

18 It was agreed only as late as 2001 that the Prime Ministers of the three Nordic EU states would meet 
systematically before each meeting of the European Council.  Press reports on such meetings have often 
highlighted ‘agreement to disagree’, rather than common positions, as the outcome,
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‘pet’ sub-regional initiatives in a competi-
tive rather than synergistic style: Denmark 
pushing the CBSS, Norway the BEAC, 
Finland the EU Northern Dimension and so 
on.  The last two groupings have certainly 
maintained a pattern of predominantly 
Norwegian, and Finnish, funding respecti-
vely, and while they may have had certain 
‘integrative’ effects across the Russian 
border they have had somewhat limited 
effects as regards levelling out security 
conditions or roles across the inter-Nordic 
frontiers.  If the thesis of such ‘limited’ or 
‘asymmetrical’ Nordic ownership for these 
ventures is correct, it could also explain 
why these institutional frameworks have 
had limited political traction on Russia 
itself, why material buy-in to all these 
ventures by the EU has been limited (but 
greatest in the CBSS), and why the Nordics 
have not managed – if indeed they were 
ever trying – to change the overall balance 
of European institutional architecture by 
such means.

C: New operational demands
Common or convergent reactions  

All Nordic states have shown  a rela-
tively permissive (by other European 
standards) attitude to the nature and 
place of new crisis management ope- 
rations in which they choose to partici-
pate, no doubt inter alia because new 
EU and NATO global intervention 

1.

policies can be linked to the previ-
ous Nordic normative and practical 
commitment to global peacekeeping.  
However, formal national caveats 
continue to exist (even if flexible in 
practice) on the nature of the inter-
national-legal mandates required for 
an operation to qualify for Nordic 
participation, and some states also 
maintain a ‘ceiling’ (approved by 
parliament) for the total number of 
national forces abroad at any one time.  
Nordic policy makers have typically 
stressed the need to maintain the more 
traditional options of – and adequate 
capacities for – UN-led (and in prin-
ciple OSCE-led) peace missions; they 
have strongly supported closer EU-
UN cooperation in all related fields. 
There has been a common Nordic 
emphasis on the importance of non-
military elements in intervention 
policy, including the need for the 
EU to build up capacities for purely 
non-military missions – which are the 
only that Iceland for practical reasons, 
and Denmark for political reasons (in 
the ESDP context), can contribute to. 
Sweden in particular has repeatedly 
taken the initiative to this end within 
the EU and established a national 
training and policy-development or-
gan (Folke Bernadotte Academy) for 
the purpose.19 The Nordics have been 
active from both within and outside 

2.

19 On Nordic achievements in this field (and their limits) see the chapter by M. Strömvik in Bailes, Herolf 
and Sundelius, as note 14 above. On the FBA see http://www.folkebernadotteacademy.se
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the EU in encouraging the Union to 
develop other, ‘softer’ dimensions 
of its external security policy includ-
ing non-violent solutions for arms 
control and non-proliferation;20 they 
are currently encouraging the recog-
nition (in this and other institutional 
settings) of the linkages between 
‘security and development’. (There 
may be some nuances of difference 
over how openly an ‘imperial’ role 
for the EU is recognized: Sweden 
had reservations in 1999/2000 over 
possible ‘militarization’ of the EU’s 
profile – while remaining ready to join 
in rather robust military actions case 
by case; during 2003 Swedish repre-
sentatives tried to shift the balance of 
the draft EU Security Strategy away 
from over-concentration on US-style 
‘new threats’ towards a more tradition-
al anti-conflict focus,21 and so on.  An 
underlying  Nordic unwillingness to 
burn boats with the USA by creating 
a ‘Europe puissance’ may also be a 
factor here, and has ensured that any 

Nordic-French alignment in favour of 
making the ESDP more distinct from 
NATO has only been an occasional 
and short-lived deviation.22)
There is a basic Nordic acceptance of 
the need to develop larger, ‘readier’ 
and more purpose-made national 
capacities for intervention purposes, 
even though this has exacerbated 
national doctrinal and resource-allo-
cation problems (more on this under 
D below).
There is a similar, if still emergent, 
basic acceptance and exploration of 
the need for new national capacities for 
– and better-coordinated responses to 
– ‘homeland security’ threats ranging 
from terrorism to disease or natural 
disasters; combined however with a 
typically Nordic concern to minimize 
the impact of such changes on human 
and civic rights, and on the traditional 
patterns of division of authority bet-
ween centre and provinces or different 
types of organs at the centre.23 

3.

4.

20 Sweden took the initiative in early 2003 in calling for the EU to develop its own strategy against the pro-
liferation of WMD, a document eventually approved by the European Council in December 2003.  For 
this and other Swedish arms control initiatives (the ‘Blix Commission’) see the chapter by L van Dassen 
and A Wetter in Bailes, Herolf and Sundelius as in note 14 above.

21 See Bailes, A J K, ‘The European Security Strategy: an evolutionary history’, SIPRI Policy Paper no. 10 
of Feb. 2005, text available at http://www.sipri.org

22 This phenomenon was seen briefly in mid-1999 in the run-up to the December European Council’s seminal 
decisions on ESDP, but gave way to a Nordic-UK alignment in favour of limiting the new policy to crisis 
management tasks and playing up EU-NATO complementarity.

23 No Nordic EU member was reported to have made difficulties over the EU’s hasty adoption in March 2004 
(after bomb outrages in Madrid) of a new ‘solidarity commitment’ obliging EU members to go to each others’ 
aid - potentially also with military resources - against the consequences of major terrorist attacks or similar 
natural catastrophes.  The Nordics have, however, not always been the most enthusiastic about following 
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Divergent reactions 
These include: I, national decisions on 
engagement in Iraq, as under A above; II,  
the Danish opt-out from ESDP missions, 
as in B above; and III, the formal, doctri-
nal handling of new operational priori-
ties in relation to national defence policy. 
Denmark effectively dropped the whole 
notion of territorial defence in 2004,24 
while Sweden has moved more gradually 
towards a model (rather reminiscent of 
post-1990 Central European thinking) 
of safeguarding national survival in part 
indirectly, through a European and global 
activism designed both to help contains 
distant threats to world order and to invite 
the solidarity (though still short of defence 
guarantees) of co-operating partners. Fin-
land offers an interesting paradox because 
its doctrine remains strongly territorially 
focussed, but now contains a quite post-
modern interpretation of what has to be 
defended,25 and it produces a higher num-
ber of peacekeepers abroad (proportionally 
and sometimes in absolute terms) than 
Sweden does. Norway in the last few years 

has witnessed an unusually open and heat-
ed debate on the correct balance between 
home territory and foreign operations, with 
the ‘traditionalist’ camp further motivated 
by the resurgent concerns about Russia 
already mentioned above.  Iceland is only 
now starting to face up to the demands of 
‘post-territorial’ security, including the 
potential role of non-military actors, as 
it tries to cope with the consequences of 
the USA’s unilateral withdrawal of all its 
stationed forces between March- Septem-
ber 2006.26 

IV. There have been some important 
nuances on the handling of the ‘homeland 
security’ agenda: for instance different 
degrees of tolerance of direct military in-
volvement in domestic scenarios other than 
military invasion27 (and Iceland has to man-
age without military forces altogether); 
Sweden’s particularly strong concern to 
avoid ‘securitization’ of internal agendas 
and to minimize centralization of emer-
gency response capacities, while Finland 
is more accepting of centralized authority 
(but still divided over who holds it!) per-

this up through concrete ESDP planning, and they have not availed themselves as many South and Central 
Europeans have of the EU’s existing central mechanisms for natural disaster aid.  See the chapters by M 
Ekengren and A Dalgaard-Nielsen, respectively, in Bailes, Herolf and Sundelius as note 14 above.

24 The ‘Defence Agreement’ published by the Danish Defence Command on 10 June 1944 (http://forsvaret.
dk/FKO/eng/Defence+Agreement/) to cover the period up to 2009 defines only two tasks for armed forces: 
overseas operations, and support for new-style ‘homeland security’.

25 In November 2006 the Finnish Council of State adopted a policy paper drafted by the Defence Ministry 
laying out the need to protect ’the vital functions of society’ (‘Strategi för tryggande av samhällets vitala 
funktioner’, Försvarsministeriet Nov. 2006).

26 On the Icelandic background see the chapter by A J K Bailes and B Thorhallsson in Bailes, Herolf and 
Sundelius as in note 14 above.

27 See the chapter by M Ekengren in Bailes, Herolf and Sundelius as in note 14 above.
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haps in consequence of a more unbroken 
tradition of ‘total defence’ preparedness 
stretching from Cold War times. (This 
theme could be traced in more detail for 
instance by looking at how each country 
handled its respective challenges and los-
ses from the December 2005 Indian Ocean 
tsunami, and the nature of their respective 
post-mortem inquiries and conclusions). 
Different Nordic countries have also 
looked to different external models, with 
a somewhat surprising readiness by both 
Sweden and Finland recently to share ideas 
with US homeland security planners. There 
have been different degrees of openness 
towards, and readiness to address, the 
role of the private sector and other non-
governmental actors in defining, planning 
for, and meeting non-traditional security 
challenges (Denmark seems to have gone 
furthest here i.a. in basing its planning on 
the contractual use of voluntary organiza-
tions). As yet, there has been rather little 
concrete evidence of integrated measures 
between pairs or groups of Nordic states 
as such to meet non-military threats, in 
the shape of harmonization, specializa-
tion, pooling of resources, or taking joint 
initiatives in larger international bodies. 
(When larger international initiatives, no-
tably in the EU, for tough internal security 
policies have jarred upon Nordic traditions 
of libertarianism and decentralization it is 
not clear, either, whether the Nordics have 
‘ganged up’ for more defensive purposes.) 
There has of course been much discussion 

and activity on these topics, with Nordic 
blessing, in the larger sub-regional group-
ings that also include Russia: but the very 
diversity of the states involved in these 
(and their norms and internal constitutions) 
has militated against the development of a 
unitary cooperation strategy, with the most 
concrete results confined to specialized 
areas (like planning for maritime pollution 
incidents) and with some danger of new 
obstacles to coherence being created by 
‘forum proliferation’ and ‘forum hopping’.  
An interesting recent development, how-
ever, has been the resolution adopted by the 
Nordic Council of Ministers in April 2006 
calling for research into the possibility of 
promoting future Nordic cooperation on 
issues of ‘samhällssäkerhet’.28 

                    
D: Military-technical challenges

Common and convergent reactions 

Nordic states have been more likely 
than the average of European states 
to maintain or even increase the real 
value of their defence budgets since 
1990: Sweden is the exception but has 
still reduced less than many ‘continen-
tal’ Europeans (see Table 3)
Norway, Sweden and Finland have 
nevertheless faced very difficult chal-
lenges of stretching essentially inelas-
tic resources to cover new operational 
missions as well as maintaining a 
‘credible’ territorial defence. Con-
sistently, ad hoc decisions have gone 

1.

2.

28  Nordiska Rådet, Framställning 5/2006, 26 April 2006.
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* Especially where exports are small, values can fluctuate widely from year to year as a result 
of delivery schedules on a few large and expensive items. For an explanation of SIPRI’s trend 
indicator values see http://www.sipri.org/contents/armstrad/output_types.html#tiv
Source:IISS, The Military Balance 2006 (OUP 2006), SIPRI databases on Military Expenditure 
and Transfers, SIPRI Arm Production Project

Table 3: Defence resource and defence industrial profiles of Nordic states 
�
                           Denmark                     Finland                    Norway                   Sweden 
 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 
Military 
Expenditure 
(US $ m. at 
constant 
prices for 
2003) 

 
 
3291 

 
 
3140 

 
 
1963 

 
 
2107 

 
 
4044 

 
 
4332 

 
 
6045 

 
 
5105 

Of which: 
- percentage 
spent on 
personnel 

 
 
58.4% 

 
 
54.9% 

 
 
41.2% 

 
 
40.1% 

 
 
43.3% 

 
 
42.8% 

 
 
n.a. 

 
 
33.4% 

- percentage 
spent on 
equipment 

 
14.9% 

 
11.2% 

 
27.8% 

 
30.6% 

 
22.6% 

 
21.1% 

 
n.a. 

 
42.4% 

Exports of 
major 
conventional 
weapons 
(US $ m. as 
calculated in 
SIPRI ‘trend 
indicator’ 
values)* 

 
 
58 

 
 
2 

 
 
0 

 
 
22 

 
 
30 

 
 
13 

 
 
288 

 
 
593 

Number of 
employees 
in defence 
industry, 
2004 
(rounded 
figures) 

 
 

800 

 
 

1600 

 
 

2 000 

 
 

13 800 

 
.  
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in favour of preserving or increasing 
‘new’ mission capacities whenever 
tough choices were needed.
 All have faced problems in preserving 
the full tradition of national military 
service: not so much because of a prob-
lem with conscripts’ suitability for 
peace missions (Nordic peacekeepers 
continue to hold international respect 
for their quality), but because of spe-
cific problems such as a constitutional 
requirement to use only ‘volunteers’ 
for missions abroad, the need to in-
troduce differentiated and intensive 
training for such missions, the finan-
cial implications of repetitive training 
of conscripts for basic duty, and so 
forth (plus underlying demographic 
trends that tend to reduce the pool of 
qualified males available).
There has been acceptance (at least 
at elite level) of NATO/EU pressures 
for greater interoperability, implying 
a growing readiness or even keenness 
among both Allied and non-Allied 
Nordic establishments to enter into 
arrangements (including intra-Nordic 

3.

4.

ones) that involve specialization, 
harmonization and interdependence: 
or in broader terms, ‘military integra-
tion’. The most obvious examples are 
NORDCAPS29 and the Swedish-led 
Nordic Battle Group,30 but there has 
also been a steadily growing interest in 
joint or coordinated equipment use.31 
(Parallel pressures for both greater 
integration and specialization apply 
on the defence industrial front, but the 
practical results have been affected by 
special factors including Sweden’s 
asymmetrical dominance in this field, 
Sweden’s interest in non-Nordic part-
ners, and differential national policies 
on the role of the industry as such – see 
also under divergences below.32) 

Divergent reactions
I. Among the countries (i e, other than 
Denmark) that have retained territorial 
defence as a formal priority, the statistics 
– see Table 3 – show different detailed 
balances of spending, not just between ter-
ritorial and overseas tasks but even more 
strikingly between the costs of manpower 

29  A structure for the cooperative mounting of military peace missions set up by Finland, Norway and Sweden 
with UK support in 1997 and developed with an MOU on a model joint Nordic brigade signed at Ålesund 
in 2002. See http://www.nordcaps.org

30  A group formed within the EU’s Battle Groups scheme by Sweden, Norway, Finland and Estonia (see 
details on the formation of its original HQ at http://www.mil.se/index.php?lang=E&c=news&id=32771), 
and subsequently joined by Ireland.

31  An early disappointment was the failure in 2001 to reach four-country agreement on the purchase of 
transport helicopters, when Denmark preferred a Westland Agusta model to the EADS-produced NH101 
chosen by the three other countries. More recent progress has been seen in areas such as armoured vehicles 
and a number of new proposals are now being developed notably between Sweden and Norway.

32  See the chapters by B Hagelin and M Brzoska in Bailes, Herolf and Sundelius, as note 14 above.
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and equipment. This seems to be most 
easily explained by the different national 
priorities given to mechanization and 
state-of-the-art defence technology, in turn 
linked with national defence industrial pol-
icies. While Finland, Norway and Sweden 
all have their problems in reconciling diffe-
rent policy requirements, Sweden exhibits 
the clearest tendency to (over-)privilege 
and protect its military-industrial com-
plex, the largest in Norden.  Critics would 
argue that an equipment policy inherited 
from simpler Cold War times has built up 
an increasingly damaging budget burden 
through a tendency to ‘gold-plate’ procure-
ment (over-ordering, rotating generations 
of equipment more often than strictly 
necessary), and by over-indulgence in 
advanced R&D and technologies (network 
centric warfare?) that are in fact ill-suited 
to Sweden’s restrained operational profile. 
Sweden’s dilemma is made sharper by a 
national political culture that is still widely 

inclined to de-legitimize armaments (and 
sometimes business itself!), thus requiring 
i.a. the maintenance of unusually restric-
tive strategic export controls and making 
it impossible to retrieve economy of scale 
by major defence sales to the most tech-
nology-hungry recipients.33 

II. Largely in consequence of these re-
source choices rather than of philosophical 
differences, different countries have expe-
rienced (and tolerated) different degrees of 
erosion of the actual practice of national 
military service, with Sweden at one 
extreme with just 17% of the age group 
currently ‘called up’ and Finland at the 
other with 82% (see Table 3 again).  High 
reliance on conscripts has not, however, 
prevented Finland from maintaining up to 
1,000 personnel abroad on peace missions 
in recent years for a total defence budget of 
around US$2 billion, while Sweden has not 
yet managed to produce significantly more 

33  There are hints of recognition of this, and a will to change, in the statement ‘Våra viktigaste framtidsfrågor 
‘given by Defence Minister Mikael Odenberg at the Sälen conference on 14 January 2007 (text at http://
www.regeringen.se/sb/d/7633/a/74957):

 ‘Materielförsörjningen
 Ett mer flexibelt insatsförsvar kräver en ny syn på materielförsörjningen. Vi måste hitta en bättre balans 

mellan vad det är som är mål och medel i den processen. Återigen så är det Försvarsmaktens operativa 
behov som skall styra……. 

 Det är ingen hemlighet att en stor del av försvarsutgifterna tidigare har använts för att köpa plattformar 
och utrustning som inte varit tillräckligt väl utformande för vare sig territorialförsvaret eller för de inter-
nationella insatserna. Och detta trots att de senare varit en huvuduppgift i över tio år. Så kan vi inte ha det 
när 17.6 miljarder av försvarsbudgeten går till materiel och underhåll….jag vill se en ökad transparens i 
vår materielplan, kortare bindningstider och en större handlingsfrihet. Det är inte rimligt att vi redan nu 
tecknar upp oss för det närmaste decenniets materielsatsningar. Vi har en skyldighet att beställa det som 
vi verkligen behöver och som ger bäst valuta för pengarna.’ 
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than 1000 on a defence budget of around 
US$5 billion.34

III. There has been a slower rate of policy 
change in Sweden than Finland on the is-
sue of expecting/accepting outside military 
aid for the contingency of a hostile attack, 
and on practical provision for this (Finland 
took up the ‘Host Nation Support’ option 
in PfP already in the early 2000s). 

IV. Similarly, Finland and Norway have 
shown somewhat more interest in and 
openness to outsourcing defence func-
tions (permanent or operational) from the 
private sector than has Sweden, at least 
up to 2006.

Some Interim Conclusions
As a purely analytical summation of the 
above, it may be concluded that up to the 
present, the fundamental macro-pattern 
of Nordic defence strategy seems to have 
remained as in Cold War times: common 
Nordic macro-strategic challenges are 
met with a range of differential Nordic 
responses.  The fact that both the active 
and defensive security agendas (i e new 
missions and new threats) are becoming 
more ‘standardized’ across all Europe – or 
even for the whole democratic community 
– and that most of the continent of Europe 
is swept up in a drive for dual NATO/EU 
integration, has not broken down the di-
vide between traditional Nordic security 

agendas/arrangements and the rest of the 
continent. (At most – see below – it may 
be starting to ‘peel away’ the two Nordic 
states that were always at the extremes of 
the regional spectrum.)  Apart from the 
constraints imposed by domestic opinion 
and political structures on rapid policy 
change, this also suggests an unusual level 
of satisfaction with the virtues of the Nord-
ics’ own ‘model’ and an unusual lack of 
interest in learning from neighbours – per-
haps because they happen to be Germany 
and the Central Europeans? In fact, the 
strongest ‘modernizing’ influences on all 
Nordic defence elites seem to have come 
primarily from the USA and UK.

Moreover, no new regional strategic/
political community covering the ‘larger 
North’ – the North and South coasts of 
the Baltic, now united in democracy – has 
emerged or been seriously sought by either 
side: the limitations of Nordic-Baltic 
partnership and parallelism tell their own 
story here.  It may be seen both as cause 
and result of the inherent Nordic/Baltic 
mental divide that, while the South coast 
of the Baltic is now institutionally more 
‘Western’ or ’mainstream’(i e doubly 
integrated), many in Norden still seem 
to see the ‘Nordic peace’ culture built 
on elements of separation and abstention 
– including distance from the USA – as 
somehow ‘more evolved’ and normatively 
superior.  (There is certainly still a marked 
Nordic tendency to either ignore or look 

34  According to the Finnish Ministry of Defence the total of personnel abroad as of March 2007 was 841. 
Denmark’s performance of fielding 1300-1900 personnel on average is based on a defence budget of not 
much over US$3 billion. 
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down upon the Central Europeans, in this 
as in other dimensions.)

At micro-level, the elements of Nordic 
parallelism, convergence and even quasi-
integration (cooperation involving spe-
cialization, mutual dependence, shared 
or coincidental equipment choices) in the 
defence and security field have increased 
absolutely and relatively since Cold War 
times. A strong dynamic seems to be 
pushing them further, as witnessed by the 
current push being made by the new Cen-
tre-Right Swedish Government for prac-
tical defence cooperation with the Allied 
nation of Norway and, to a lesser extent, 
Finland.  However, the progress has been 
made almost exclusively in operational 
and practical rather than institutional and 
doctrinal fields, and two basic paradoxes 
remain:

the Nordic ‘minimize integration’ 
instinct continues to push institu-
tional and doctrinal solutions 
further apart while practices con-
verge; and

the common challenges of dividing 
inadequate resources between new 
demands and traditional defence 
agendas have produced models/le-
vels of Nordic national adaptation 
that differ substantially.  (To a les-
ser extent the same variations can 
be seen in the still inchoate process 
of adapting Nordic internal security 

•

•

policies to new threat profiles and 
international obligations.)

It follows a fortiori that no general solution 
for the Nordic challenge lying in a who-
lesale and/or formalized pooling of main 
defence resources, or adoption of common 
external or internal strategies, has been 
attempted or even discussed.

Even the ‘minimize integration’ formula 
is too sweeping, however, to encompass 
the range of variety in latest Nordic tacti-
cal or strategic reactions. During the Cold 
War, no Nordic nation in any part of the 
‘Nordic balance’ made any serious move 
to upset that balance by breaking out of the 
related restraints.  Since the mid-1990s, 
by contrast, both Denmark and Finland 
have reacted to the new imbalance of 
strategic protection (i e, the product of 
continued regional asymmetry plus relative 
US/NATO disinterest) by – respectively 
– seeking intense bilateral partnership with 
and approval from the USA, and seeking 
the deepest possible integration with and 
approval from the EU. This extension of 
the range of variety of choices pushes 
collective Nordic solutions further away 
for the present, as particularly clearly 
symbolized by Denmark’s opting out of 
the NORDCAPS operational structure, 
the joint Nordic helicopter purchase of 
2001 and the Nordic battlegroup (whereas 
it does maintain a joint NATO HQ with 
Germany and Poland).35

35 The reference is to the Danish/German/Polish corps designated as NATO’s Multinational Corps North-East, 
with its HQ in Sczeczin, Poland.
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Questions Arising, and the Future
Three sets of issues are selected for com-
ment and speculation here, out of the many 
arising. First is the split between reality and 
discourse in mainstream Nordic policy that 
was diagnosed above.  This appears to have 
taken two new twists in post-Cold War 
times.  First, there has been less full and 
sustained public debate in most of Norden 
than in most of the rest of Europe about 
the basic nature of the new strategic/insti-
tutional/political environment and the de-
mands of adaptation to it. Secondly, there 
has often been too little public debate and 
consultation on – or understanding of the 
consequences of – the specific decisions 
made by government and military elites 
for purposes of strategic adaptation. This 
applies especially to a number of official 
steps taken towards ‘all-but-membership’ 
with the converse institution (i e Norway 
and ESDP, Sweden and Finland with PfP 
and NATO operations), and steps involving 
quasi-integrative operational and military 
cooperation with Nordic or other partners. 
To this can be added the lack of adequate 
debate on the consequences of overall re-
source cuts and the logic of choices made 
among conflicting /diverging priorities, 
including the consequences for conscrip-
tion (this absence of reaction to drastically 
changing statistics has been most striking 
in Sweden, perhaps next worst in Norway); 
and the almost complete lack of discussion 
anywhere on the present and future roles of 
the defence industry and linked challenges 
of export control policy.

In consequence, while Nordic policies 

remain quintessentially and distinctively 
national, it may well be asked to what 
extent they are any longer national prop-
erty in the sense of public understanding, 
participation and support. Indeed, how 
democratic is the Nordic defence model 
today?  Is it any better in this respect than 
it was under the hard disciplines of cold 
war times, or worse, or problematic in a 
different way? Anyone seeking more than 
just impressionistic answers would need to 
look in particular at the roles of relevant 
elites: for instance, how far is each national 
defence/security elite identifiable, united 
or divided within itself, ‘comfortable’ with 
the trend of official policy or disaffected 
from it? What is the quality of political-mi-
litary, civil-military and industry-military 
relations within the elite? Are defence and 
security elites more strongly and perhaps 
covertly networked across the region than 
the populations at large, and what role 
could common participation in NATO and 
EU activities be playing in the latter con-
text? Conversely, and especially as regards 
the conservatism of formulated doctrine 
in all states except Denmark, one might 
ask how far elites are constrained by – or 
at least hiding behind – the more obvious 
and negative traits of public opinion.  Has 
national leadership been adequate to the 
task, not just of making necessary changes, 
but of explaining them and uniting the na-
tion behind them?

Whatever deficits may be identified 
across this whole field of national transpar-
ency and consensus will tend to aggravate 
the challenges arising under the second 
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issue-group, which is about the question 
of sustainability for each national policy.  
How much further can ‘the elastic be 
stretched’ in terms of resource-stretching 
to cover growing and diverging demands; 
maintaining the credibility of territorial 
defence and conscription; and presenting 
the ensuing (to put it politely) mixed 
picture of behaviour as one of ‘harmless’ 
pragmatic adaptation that does not infringe 
any basic principle of historic policies?  
In the medium to longer term, how much 
longer can the environmental pressures be 
resisted that push towards acceptance of 
[overt] integrational solutions and (if still 
relevant by that time!) the completion of 
double EU and NATO membership? When 
and if the elastic breaks, will each nation 
move towards a new policy equilibrium 
along paths that lead to more convergent 
choices across Norden as a whole (through 
parallelism, domino effects or conscious 
concertation), or to even more divergent 
ones? Will the Nordic choices overall 
converge with or continue to diverge from 
the European ‘mainstream’ in general, 
and from the South shore of the Baltic in 
particular? Is it completely excluded that 
some joint Nordic ‘exit strategy’ (from the 
traditional model and from the associated 
challenges of public opinion and govern-
ance) could be formulated? 

An alternative way of probing these last 
questions would be to ask one of the final 
taboo questions, namely: what really is 

the basic problem about integration (not 
only in the defence sphere) for the Nordic 
cultural and political psychology?  Do 
the Nordics have too much faith in their 
national identity, or too little – as a result 
of internal divisions, or other historical 
‘complexes’?  Are Nordic choices blocked 
more by a temptation to hang on to history, 
or by a compulsion to escape from its les-
sons and the ever-harder choices it imposes 
today?  Is the Swedish ‘beröringsskräck’36 

more a fear of having to be integrated 
with neighbours (and face up openly to 
the dilemma of regional leadership), or of 
being integrated with non-Nordics, losing 
what makes Norden ‘special’, and having 
to compete with other democracies in a 
more mundane and equal way?  It might 
be interesting, even if highly contentious 
in Norden itself, to attempt to make some 
comparisons and contrasts on all these 
questions with the mixture of integration 
hunger and integration allergy recently 
manifested by the ‘new’ Europeans, along 
the South Baltic coast and beyond.

Finally and perhaps most seriously in 
terms of Europe’s future cohesion and 
stability, it is necessary to ask whether 
Nordic States’ post-1990 choices have 
been appropriate or dysfunctional, in 
terms of dealing with the latest historical 
variant of the eternal regional asymmetry 
issue (referred to before as the ‘pseudo-
complex’).  Is the continuing basic Nordic 
posture of non-regionalization (=local 

36  An expression used by Defence Minister Mikael Odenberg as quoted in Dagens Nyheter, 2007-03-19,  
p 9 (‘Odenberg inte beredd bilda svensk-finsk marin’, signed Ewa Stenberg).



28

KUNGL KRIGSVETENSKAPSAKADEMIENS HANDLINGAR OCH TIDSKRIFT      

3-2007 3-2007

fragmentation) and avoidance of fully in-
tegrated solutions for defence and security 
– combined with various specific elements 
of national restraint – still adequate in the 
way that it clearly was during the Cold 
War for handling relations with Russia 
itself, and other potential strategic chal-
lenges arising in the post-Soviet space? 
If Russia continues its current trend of 
tough and relatively threatening behaviour, 
could this tend to perpetuate the problem 
by instinctively pushing nations back into 
the cover of their ‘Nordic balance’ roles, 
rather than towards a common front inside 
or outside NATO (which would inter alia 
mean having to help provide cover for the 
even more exposed Baltic neighbours)?  Is 
the same Nordic posture well-calculated 
to get the most out of relations with the 
USA and NATO as potential protectors 
– to which the EU could now be added 
in its proper sphere?  Indeed, as NATO’s 

own credibility declines, is there any 
really ‘hard’ protection available for any 
smaller European state any longer except 
through the alternatives of adopting a 
Danish-style bilateral satellite position vis-
à-vis Washington or of actively placating 
Moscow?  Given that a strong, democratic 
and increasingly security-conscious EU 
offers one of the few prima facie alterna-
tives to such unpalatable choices, how do 
today’s Nordic postures affect the Northern 
region’s relations of power and influence 
within the broader European community?  
And how will history weigh up the present 
age’s Nordic contributions to Europe’s 
evolution, both in policy fields that relate 
back directly to Norden’s own security and 
welfare, and on broader issues related to 
Nordic goals and values?  It would be good 
to hear such questions, at least, a little more 
debated within Norden’s non-regionalized 
region than they are at present.


