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By wielding his rhetorical skills and executive powers to revive America’s political and 
economic institutions, President Franklin Roosevelt (FDR) transformed the first 100 days of a 
president’s administration into a benchmark of success for presidents that followed. President 
Donald Trump used the first hundred days of his second term to great effect—though not to 
revive a key institution, but rather to dismantle it. 

Since January 20, Trump administration officials have announced an end to US 
participation in NATO military exercises; floated plans to relinquish NATO’s Supreme Allied 
Commander post (held by an American since NATO’s founding); proposed withdrawing 10,000 
troops from Eastern Europe; threatened the sovereignty of NATO ally Canada; raised the 
prospect of using force to seize Greenland (a territory of NATO ally Denmark); derided 
“freeloading” Europeans; said of Vladimir Putin that America “should take him at his word”; 
torpedoed NATO’s unanimous declaration to “never recognize Russia’s illegal annexations of 
Ukrainian territory, including Crimea”; and suggested America’s NATO allies would not “come 
and protect us” in a time of crisis. This follows Trump’s 2024 invitation to Putin’s henchmen to 
“do whatever the hell they want” to allies failing to meet NATO’s defense-spending 
requirements; 2018 threat to withdraw from NATO; and a 2016 declaration that he would defend 
NATO members under attack only if they had “fulfilled their obligations to us.” Add it all up, 
and Trump’s view of NATO diverges dramatically from that of what was once known as the 
“Grand Old Party.”  

For instance, as he took the reins as NATO’s first military commander, General Dwight 
Eisenhower—a future Republican president—called NATO “the last remaining chance for the 
survival of Western civilization.” President Richard Nixon viewed NATO as “a moral force.” 
President Gerald Ford believed NATO “protected the free world from the threat of aggression.”  

President George H. W. Bush called NATO “an insurance policy.” Indeed, for America, 
NATO insures against the worst scenario: another European conflict triggering another global 
war. For the rest of NATO, the alliance is a security guarantee backed by the United States. 
Without that guarantee, there is no security in Europe, as history has a way of reminding those on 
the outside looking in, from Cold War Hungary to post–Cold War Ukraine.  

President George W. Bush called NATO “the essential foundation of transatlantic 
security.” This essay did not forget President Ronald Reagan. However, many of those who claim 
Reagan’s mantle forget that he was an unwavering NATO advocate—during and after the Cold 
War. Rather than dismissing NATO as “obsolete,” Reagan called NATO “the core of America’s 
foreign policy and of America’s own security.” Rather than alarming NATO allies, Reagan 
reassured them by echoing the words of the North Atlantic Treaty: “If you are threatened, we’re 
threatened…. An attack on you is an attack on us.” 

Rather than distorting NATO into a transactional protection racket, Reagan championed 
NATO as a “community of democratic states” and “a bond which has served us so well.” 
Reagan never questioned NATO’s relevance, never browbeat NATO laggards, never threatened 
withdrawing from NATO, and never raised doubts about America’s commitment to NATO. 
Instead, Reagan championed NATO as “an antidote to chaos,” “a living commitment of the 
nations of the West to the defense of democracy and individual liberty.” 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/us/politics/2025/03/08/us-to-cease-all-future-military-exercises-in-europe-reports/
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/amp/rcna196503
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/national-security/pentagon-considering-proposal-cut-thousands-troops-europe-officials-sa-rcna199603
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/donald-trump/trump-suggests-use-military-force-acquire-panama-canal-greenland-econo-rcna186610
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/donald-trump/trump-takes-aim-canada-greenland-panama-canal-christmas-day-posts-rcna185416
https://www.npr.org/2025/03/30/nx-s1-5344942/trump-military-force-not-off-the-table-for-greenland
https://thehill.com/homenews/administration/5220442-signal-chat-vance-trump/
https://www.newsweek.com/steve-witkoff-ire-takes-vladimir-putin-word-2049307
https://www.axios.com/2025/04/22/trump-russia-ukraine-peace-plan-crimea-donbas
https://www.nato.int/cps/cn/natohq/official_texts_227678.htm
https://abcnews.go.com/amp/Politics/trump-questions-nato-defend-us-1000-allies-killed/story?id=119529187
https://www.cnn.com/2024/02/10/politics/trump-russia-nato/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2019/01/15/politics/trump-nato-us-withdraw/index.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/21/us/politics/donald-trump-issues.html
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/the-presidents-news-conference-with-foreign-journalists
https://thehill.com/blogs/ballot-box/presidential-races/252483-trump-compares-himself-to-reagan/
https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/politics/first-draft/2016/04/02/donald-trump-tells-crowd-hed-be-fine-if-nato-broke-up/
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/address-citizens-western-europe-0
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_17120.htm
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/joint-statement-issued-the-conclusion-meetings-with-chancellor-helmut-kohl-the-federal
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/proclamation-5158-35th-anniversary-nato
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/proclamation-5158-35th-anniversary-nato
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 Importantly, Reagan did not think NATO’s mission was over when the Berlin Wall fell. In 
fact, he endorsed NATO’s continued growth. “Room must be made in NATO for the democracies 
of Central and Eastern Europe,” he declared after the Cold War thawed. And even after Moscow 
began walking the path of reform, Reagan cautioned, “We cannot afford to forget that we are 
dealing with a political system, a political culture and a political history going back many 
decades, even centuries…. We must stick with the strategy of strength.” In short, Reagan 
shrewdly saw NATO as a hedge against a Russia that might revert to revanchism—which is 
exactly what has happened. 
 Putin’s Russia violated nuclear treaties, conventional-weapons treaties, and its own 
pledge to “respect the independence…sovereignty and existing borders of Ukraine”; warned 
NATO member Poland that its western territories were “a gift from Stalin”; dismembered NATO 
aspirants Georgia and Ukraine; countenanced and/or conducted cyberattacks against American 
energy infrastructure; interfered in elections throughout NATO’s membership roster; conducted 
sabotage operations across NATO’s footprint (including American targets); threatened use of 
nuclear weapons; aided and funded attacks against American forces; provided targeting data to 
support Houthi attacks against allied ships; and made “massive investments in its defense sector” 
(according to Trump’s own intelligence officials). In light of all of that—and the Kremlin’s long 
history of deceit—Reagan would never “take Putin at his word.” 

GOP presidents, and their democrat counterparts, supported NATO because they 
recognized that NATO serves America’s interests. For 40 years, NATO helped deter Moscow and 
prevent the Cold War from turning hot. But that is just a fraction of how NATO has served 
America’s interests. 

Thirteen current NATO allies deployed troops to assist America in defending South 
Korea. NATO militaries, infrastructure, and decades of interoperability served as the nucleus for 
the coalition that ejected Iraq from Kuwait, with NATO allies deploying thousands of troops to 
assist America.  
 The only time NATO’s all-for-one collective-defense clause was invoked was after 
September 11, 2001, when NATO allies rushed aircraft and personnel to this side of the Atlantic 
to guard America’s skies. NATO then bled with America in the Sisyphean campaign that 
followed, with 455 Brits, 158 Canadians, 86 French, 54 Germans, 48 Italians, 43 Danes, and 40 
Poles dying in Afghanistan. When America withdrew from Afghanistan—20 years after the 
attacks on America’s capital, America’s military headquarters, America’s largest city—74 percent 
of the foreign troops deployed in the country that spawned 9/11 were not Americans. The vast 
majority were NATO allies. Trump is apparently unaware of this history. 
 In Operation Iraqi Freedom, 16 NATO allies sent troops when America asked for help. 
Hundreds of NATO troops—Brits, Italians, Poles, Bulgarians, Latvians, Danes, Dutch, 
Romanians, Hungarians, Czechs—died in Iraq, as did 18 soldiers from Ukraine, a country that is 
not a NATO ally but certainly acts like one.  

In the post Iraqi freedom years, seven NATO members conducted airstrikes against the 
ISIS caliphate. Again, NATO was there.  

Far from “freeloading,” NATO allies Britain, Canada, France, Italy, the Netherlands, 
Norway, and Spain are supporting operations in the Red Sea. Likewise, British, French, Italian, 
Spanish, and Canadian assets are promoting freedom of navigation in the Indo-Pacific. 

European nations sent more aid to Ukraine than the US. Britain and France are organizing 
a peacekeeping force for postwar Ukraine. 

NATO has eight battlegroups defending its most at-risk members along the eastern flank. 
Only one is American-led. 

https://legal.un.org/avl/pdf/ls/Urquhart_RelDoc3.pdf
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/address-citizens-western-europe-0
https://sk.usembassy.gov/the-truth-about-russian-violation-of-inf-treaty/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-countermeasures-in-response-to-russias-violations-of-the-new-start-treaty/
https://www.rferl.org/a/united-states-russia-arms-treaties-/26736623.html
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-budapest-memorandum-and-u-s-obligations/
https://notesfrompoland.com/2023/07/21/poland-must-be-reminded-its-western-territories-were-gift-from-stalin-says-putin/
https://nordvpn.com/blog/us-pipeline-hack/
https://www.csis.org/blogs/strategic-technologies-blog/russia-ramps-global-elections-interference-lessons-united-states
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/russian-government-hackers-penetrated-dnc-stole-opposition-research-on-trump/2016/06/14/cf006cb4-316e-11e6-8ff7-7b6c1998b7a0_story.html
https://www.politico.eu/article/russia-berlin-fire-diehl-behind-arson-attack-on-factory/
https://www.reuters.com/world/russias-suspected-sabotage-campaign-steps-up-europe-2024-10-21/
https://www.wsj.com/world/russia-plot-us-planes-incendiary-devices-de3b8c0a
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-9825/CBP-9825.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-43500299
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/russian-bounties-to-taliban-linked-militants-resulted-in-deaths-of-us-troops-according-to-intelligence-assessments/2020/06/28/74ffaec2-b96a-11ea-80b9-40ece9a701dc_story.html
https://www.wsj.com/world/russia-provided-targeting-data-for-houthi-assault-on-global-shipping-eabc2c2b?mod=middle-east_news_article_pos2
https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/ATA-2025-Unclassified-Report.pdf
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/remarks-signing-intermediate-range-nuclear-forces-treaty
https://koreanwarlegacy.org/search-by-country/
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/tr/pdf/ADA234743.pdf
https://www.nato.int/cps/bu/natohq/topics_110496.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/declassified_137124.htm
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2021/2/pdf/2021-02-RSM-Placemat.pdf
https://history.army.mil/Portals/143/Images/Publications/Publication%20By%20Title%20Images/A%20Titles%20PDF/CMH_59-3-1.pdf?ver=LYrbz6U86-ABpsS03ZeVDA%3d%3d
https://web.archive.org/web/20090418134050/http:/icasualties.org/Iraq/DeathsByCountry.aspx
https://www.army.mil/article/15056/ukrainians_complete_mission_in_iraq
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_37750.htm#nato-operations-missions
https://x.com/frenchforces/status/1913131993593749848
https://www.royalnavy.mod.uk/news/2023/september/12/20230912-pacific-patrol-ships-begin-third-year-deployed-broadening-their-mission
https://www.navalnews.com/naval-news/2024/08/u-s-french-naval-forces-conduct-bilateral-operations-in-indo-pacific/
https://news.usni.org/2024/08/22/italian-carrier-strike-group-uss-dewey-drill-in-philippine-sea
https://www.defence.gov.au/news-events/releases/2024-08-02/exercise-pitch-black-2024-concludes
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/en_a4_indopacifique_synthese_rvb_cle068e51.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/world/french-naval-vessel-passes-through-sensitive-taiwan-strait-2024-10-29/
https://www.ifw-kiel.de/topics/war-against-ukraine/ukraine-support-tracker/
https://www.dw.com/en/uk-france-lead-future-ukraine-force-meeting/live-72199709
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2022/6/pdf/2206-factsheet_efp_en.pdf


3 
 

Britain leads the battlegroup in Estonia, supported by Denmark, France, and Iceland. 
Britain is committing resources to defend NATO’s northern flank. And the aircraft carrier HMS 
Prince of Wales just commenced a globe-spanning mission—the largest deployment of British 
naval airpower in a quarter-century.  

Germany leads the battlegroup in Lithuania, backed by Belgium, Czechia, Iceland, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and Norway. Germany is building permanent bases in Lithuania 
for 4,800 German troops. Germany is spearheading a continentwide missile shield. And 
Germany’s parliament recently approved a massive defense-infrastructure fund. 

Canada leads the battlegroup in Latvia, supported by 10 other NATO allies. France leads 
NATO’s battlegroup in Romania. Pouring almost 5 percent of GDP into defense, Poland fields 
NATO’s third-largest military. Sweden is quadrupling production of anti-tank weapons. 

What NATO is doing and deterring underscores something General James Mattis 
observed almost a decade ago, “If we did not have NATO today, we would need to create it.” 

This begs the questions: what if we did not have NATO? What if these first hundred days 
mark the last days of history’s greatest alliance for peace?  
 NATO is designed not to wage war, but to deter war. If there is any doubt about NATO’s 
collective-defense guarantee—and these first hundred days have created enormous doubts—
Putin could be tempted to do in the Baltics what he has done in Ukraine. That would force NATO 
to blink or fire back. And that would lead to terrible outcomes. The former means the collapse of 
NATO—and with it, the entire US-led alliance system. The latter means great power war.  
 The best way to prevent such dire outcomes is through deterrent military strength, clarity 
of intent, and certainty of cause and effect. Trump’s words and actions have undermined all of 
these. 
 What the transactional Trump administration fails to recognize is that by undermining 
NATO, it is undermining America’s security. If a cyberattack or EMP blast or bioweapon 
paralyzes America; if ISIS or al Qaeda or some other terror group unleashes something worse 
than 9/11 or 10/7; if Moscow blinds America’s constellation of satellites; if Beijing moves 
against Taiwan; or if Pyongyang restarts the long-paused Korean War, America will call for help.  
A post-NATO Europe may be unable or unwilling to answer. 
 
Alan Dowd leads the Sagamore Institute Center for America’s Purpose. 

https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/britain-boost-military-presence-northern-europe-2023-10-13/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iGTQ6LiCjtE
https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2024/08/22/work-begins-on-germanys-5000-strong-military-base-in-lithuania/
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_219119.htm
https://www.wsj.com/world/europe/germany-set-for-trillion-euro-defense-and-infrastructure-splurge-3cce7723
https://en.defence-ua.com/industries/saab_doubles_nlaw_production_for_the_second_time_will_make_400000_weapons_yearly-5714.html#:%7E:text=Weapon%2Dmaking%20companies%20have%20started,NLAW%20to%20400%2C000%20systems%20yearly
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/2017/01/15/in-his-own-words-mattis-on-the-challenges-facing-the-military/
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_110496.htm
https://apnews.com/article/israel-palestinians-gaza-hamas-rockets-airstrikes-tel-aviv-11fb98655c256d54ecb5329284fc37d2

