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Contemporary disagreements between the U.S. and its NATO allies have intensified over
political, economic, and security issues. Disputes over trade, tariffs, defense spending, and
expeditionary support reveal an unhealthy frustration with burden-sharing demands and a
strategic recalibration rather than a wholesale fear of U.S. abandonment. Some European leaders'
reactions to U.S. demands for burden-sharing and strategic reciprocity have ranged from
performative indignation to explicit efforts to redefine NATO on more European terms and push
America out of the alliance.

The complaint of an underfunded NATO is not new; it is a recurring theme in American strategic
discourse. In 2002, President Bush called for NATO reform with new capabilities and
interoperability. In 2016, President Obama used the term 'free riders' to argue that Europe must
take more responsibility. Recently, German Chancellor Friedrich Merz admitted, “We have been
free riders in the past, and the Americans guaranteed our freedom and our security.”

This friction highlights the main operational tension NATO 3.0 seeks to address. At the June
2026 NATO Defense Ministerial in Brussels, U.S. Secretary of War Pete Hegseth described
NATO 3.0 as “modeled on NATO 1.0 that won the Cold War, with allies leading Europe's
defense.” He said NATO should be “a hard-edged war-fighting organization.” He also described
NATO 2.0 as the post-Cold War effort “no longer focused on defending Europe" but on “climate
change and defense austerity.” While some may sneer at these descriptions, they are hard to
argue against. NATO 3.0 is likely to be a bold reboot, with European countries leading their
defenses while the U.S. shifts focus to the Indo-Pacific and homeland defense, remaining a
strategic and nuclear safety net.

The U.S. is reducing or redeploying its forces to pre-2022 levels and urging a more self-reliant
Europe. This does not mean weakening NATO; instead, it aims for a stronger, Europe-focused
defense to support NATO’s long-term sustainability. A capable Europe could enhance deterrence
and security by lessening its reliance on large-scale U.S. intervention, but European military
growth should complement, not replace, American power.

To resemble NATO 1.0, Hegseth’s NATO 3.0 must understand and embrace the future role of
nuclear weapons. The key difference is the size and scope of nuclear arsenals, with fewer
weapons overall. While Russia’s non-strategic nuclear arsenal remains more than ten times larger
than NATO’s, the aggregate nuclear stockpiles have declined by more than 80 percent since
1992. Smaller arsenals render each remaining weapon more significant and more vulnerable,
making allied nuclear forces increasingly valuable instruments of deterrence. NATO 3.0's
success depends on three focus areas.

First, NATO must abandon the presumption that a smaller nuclear arsenal can effectively deter
Russia. Equally flawed is the belief that maintaining fewer weapons automatically signals
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reduced threat to Moscow. Deterrence credibility does not rest on symbolic restraint; it relies on
perceived capability and willingness to impose unacceptable costs. In today's competitive
nuclear environment, NATO needs more—not less—nuclear capability in Europe, to ensure
credible deterrence. Smaller arsenals make each weapon’s survivability more critical, increasing
the risk of vulnerability, technical failure, or denied retaliation. A strong nuclear posture
enhances resilience, confidence, and the capacity to absorb loss whilst ensuring NATO can deter
nuclear coercion and attack.

Expanding NATO’s nuclear capacity involves more than adding American weapons. Macron’s
idea of “forward deterrence” seeks to integrate France’s nuclear forces into European security
without formal guarantees. While the U.S. shares its arsenal with allies, France would retain sole
control over its nuclear weapons, targeting, and use. Macron states France’s core interests may
include defending against attacks on European partners that could threaten French sovereignty.
Poland, interested in the French offer, also seeks its own nuclear capability. President Nawrocki
recently emphasized strengthening Poland's security “even with nuclear potential.” More
nuclear-armed states in the alliance could be necessary to deter Russia and reassure uneasy allies.

Second, NATO 3.0 must focus its nuclear deterrent on active escalation management and theater
warfighting. During the NATO 1.0 era, Cold War doctrines like “Massive Retaliation” relied on
the threat of overwhelming nuclear strikes in response to acts of aggression rather than protracted
war. Later doctrines such as “Assured Destruction,” which largely focused on direct US-USSR
deterrence, and “Flexible Response,” which tested allies” willingness to fight a third conventional
war on the Continent, demanded a significant and costly increase in Europe's conventional
forces.

NATO 3.0 requires a keen focus on European-centric escalation management. Since adversaries
see low-yield theater nuclear weapons as usable coercive tools in an “escalate to de-escalate"
strategy, NATO must have an abundant, diverse, and flexible nuclear arsenal. Maintaining
credible low- and high-yield options and non-nuclear systems allows NATO 3.0 to match any
rung on the escalation ladder, thereby reinforcing crisis stability.

Third, NATO 3.0 must emphasize both forward based and strategic U.S. nuclear forces for
extended deterrence, which is crucial for alliance security. NATO 1.0’s success depended on
America's nuclear umbrella, with ample modern forces and deployments reassuring allies,
deterring enemies, and preserving the alliance. NATO remains a nuclear alliance. However,
complacency and reliance on aging U.S. arsenals during NATO 2.0 led to budget cuts, reduced
force postures, and misaligned goals.

Going forward, NATO 3.0 will require greater nuclear capability to deter effectively. The
American nuclear umbrella deters nuclear coercion against U.S. allies by providing a credible
strategic deterrent that France and the UK cannot single-handedly offer against an assertive
Russia with the largest, most diverse nuclear stockpile in the world. British and French arsenals
are combined eight times smaller than Russia’s, leaving NATO countries like Poland, Finland,
and the Baltic states more vulnerable to Russian intimidation or invasion. If NATO and the U.S.
are driven apart, the remaining alliance states will need to rapidly grow their nuclear forces.

globalsecurityreview.com


https://www.ifri.org/en/external-articles/external-publications/france-has-new-nuclear-doctrine-forward-deterrence-europe
https://www.politico.eu/article/donald-tusk-plan-train-poland-men-military-service-russia/
https://www.polsatnews.pl/wiadomosc/2026-02-15/prezydent-karol-nawrocki-w-programie-sniadanie-rymanowskiego/
https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/document/20299-national-security-archive-doc-14-memorandum
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/1967/may/nato-strategy-and-flexible-response
https://www.nato.int/en/what-we-do/deterrence-and-defence/natos-nuclear-deterrence-policy-and-forces
https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/ATA-2025-Unclassified-Report.pdf
https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/YB26%2008%20World%20Nuclear%20Forces.pdf
https://www.heritage.org/sites/default/files/2026-06/SR331.pdf
https://www.heritage.org/sites/default/files/2026-06/SR331.pdf

However, a strong American nuclear arsenal, supported by credible, mutual commitments,
remains crucial to binding the alliance, reassuring partners, deterring enemies, and preserving
strategic stability.

Rather than signaling the end of the transatlantic alliance, NATO 3.0 would mark a new phase,
one that adapts to an aggressive, revanchist Russia and a shifting global power balance. NATO
3.0 may be one in which the United States remains Europe’s principal strategic partner and
nuclear guarantor, while Europe assumes far greater responsibility for its own conventional
defense. This reflects strategic growth, not alliance end. Despite $40 trillion in debt, the U.S.
remains the only great power capable of countering China and North Korea, threats not
contained in Article 6 of NATO’s charter. Expecting allies to bear a greater share of defense
responsibilities is sound policy and demonstrates empowered trust within NATO.
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