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Prospects for the 2021 NATO leaders' meeting 
An in-person NATO summit of heads of state or government is scheduled to take place in Brussels on 14 June 
2021. Highly anticipated, as part of United States President Joe Biden's first overseas visit, the summit is expected 
to outline NATO's strategic direction in the decade ahead. The NATO 2030 agenda will be debated, and forward-
looking discussions about long-term threats and challenges to Euro-Atlantic security and defence are expected.  

A summit to future-proof the transatlantic alliance 
The June 2021 NATO summit will be the culmination of Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg's 'NATO 2030' 
process (see below). With the previous summit having taken place in December 2019 in London, United 
Kingdom, this summit is scheduled at a time of reflection about the future adaptation of the Alliance, 
challenges to the rules-based international order, geopolitical competition, and against the backdrop of 
the withdrawal from Afghanistan, where NATO Allies have been deployed since 2001.  
Secretary General Stoltenberg has formulated eight proposals to 'form the core of the Summit agenda', 
which are under negotiation in the North Atlantic Council, NATO's principal political decision-making body. 
These intend to reinforce the 'unity between Europe and North America', to broaden 'NATO's approach to 
security', and to safeguard rules-based multilateralism. Solutions include providing for closer political 
consultations, renewing commitments to collective defence and envisioning concrete measures to 
strengthen resilience − including safe infrastructure and supply chains. To this end, on 31 May 2021, 
Romania inaugurated the Euro-Atlantic Centre for Resilience intended as a hub to promote the EU and 
NATO's resilience objectives. The ambition 'to set the gold standard' in mitigating the security implications 
of climate change and potentially establishing a defence innovation accelerator to maintain NATO's 
technological edge will also feature on the agenda. Other topics include cooperating 'with democracies 
around the world', Russia's provocative behaviour, terrorism, cyber-defence, and the rise of China.  
Hailed by the Secretary General as an 'opportunity to reinforce NATO as the enduring embodiment of the 
bond between Europe and North America', the summit is expected to launch the revision of NATO's 
strategic concept, its main guiding strategic document. The current strategic concept was adopted in 2010, 
and focuses on NATO's three core tasks: collective defence, crisis management and cooperative security. 
The discussions will also include a proposal to expand NATO's common budget, intended to collectively 
fund security and defence actions, which is still disputed among Allies.  

The NATO 2030 strategic reflection process 
Launched on 8 June 2020 by Secretary General Stoltenberg, NATO 2030 is a strategic reflection process 
'about how we adapt to this new normal'. The process entailed three main ambitions for NATO's adaptation: 
becoming stronger militarily, stronger politically, and adopting a more global perspective. To remain strong 
and agile while adapting to the challenges of the 2030s, the Alliance 'must continue its adaptation and 
focus on how to respond to a rapidly changing security environment'. The first priority refers to NATO's 
ability to maintain a military edge and provide defence and deterrence fit for 21st century challenges. The 
second refers to strengthening NATO's political dimension, its role as a consultation forum and its 
commitment to core values such as 'democracy, individual liberty, and the rule of law'. The third priority 
refers to the need for NATO to adopt a more global mind-set while keeping its regional focus intact. 
Additionally, defence burden-sharing is a crosscutting element in this forward-looking reflection process 
since Allies are encouraged 'to spend more together ... because pooling our resources is a force multiplier'. 
Paving the groundwork for the summit and under the umbrella of the NATO 2030 process, NATO consulted 
with a wide range of stakeholders to inject new insights and ideas into the process of NATO's adaptation 
and in redefining its priorities. To this end, the Secretary General appointed an independent group of 
renowned experts, a group of young leaders, and a group of emerging technology experts, next to 
dialogues with the private sector and civil society. 

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_171584.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_183706.htm?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=NATO%20Update%20week%2020&utm_content=NATO%20Update%20week%2020+CID_d9cb0f504ec0fe014d5cab814b4adba3&utm_source=Email%20marketing%20software&utm_term=NATO%20Secretary%20General%20Summit%20to%20future-proof%20Alliance
https://www.stiripesurse.ro/formin-aurescu-we-will-try-to-attract-the-best-experts-to-euro-atlantic-resilience-center_1818439.html
https://www.mae.ro/node/55849
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_184341.htm?selectedLocale=en
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_184453.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_183196.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_56626.htm
https://www.euractiv.com/section/defence-and-security/news/ahead-of-nato-summit-allies-remain-divided-about-common-funding/
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_176197.htm
https://www.nato.int/nato2030/index.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_ATA(2021)689374
https://www.nato.int/nato2030/independent-group/
https://www.nato.int/nato2030/independent-group/
https://www.nato.int/nato2030/young-leaders/
https://www.nato.int/nato2030/events/?id=1i3oJfB0XLPGiW7FF8ScrS
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Key issues in focus 
Afghanistan 
On 14 April 2021, NATO Allies took the decision to begin the withdrawal of forces from Afghanistan in May 
2021. The decision was prompted by President Biden's announcement that 'it's time to end the forever war'. 
NATO forces have been present in Afghanistan since the first and only invocation to date of NATO's 
collective defence clause (Article 5) by the United States, following the '9/11' terrorist attack in 2001. The 
International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) Operation was deployed between 2001 and 2014, with the 
mission to assist the Afghan government in maintaining security. At its height, it counted over 
130 000 troops from 50 NATO and partner nations. Since 2015, the Resolute Support Mission, tasked with 
providing training, advice and assistance, replaced ISAF. In 2021, it consisted of around 10 000 troops from 
36 NATO countries and partners. Secretary General Stoltenberg acknowledged the risks brought by the 
withdrawal but highlighted that 'Allies are now looking into how they can continue to support the Afghan 
forces' with continued funding and training, including during pre-summit minister-level meetings.  

Eastern flank 
Tensions with Russia − from cyber-offences and the military build-up along the border with Ukraine, to links 
to the explosion of an ammunition depot in Czechia − will not be avoided at this summit. The hijack and 
forced landing of a commercial flight over Belarus will likely also be discussed. According to the Secretary 
General, NATO will maintain its dual-track approach with Russia, namely deterrence and defence in parallel 
with meaningful dialogue, while continuing to strengthen its defences against Russian incursions. To this 
end, the military exercise Steadfast Defender 2021 involved over 9 000 troops and tested the reinforcement 
of the Black Sea and Portuguese coast from North America. Media reported that countries in NATO's Eastern 
Flank 'agreed to maintain a joint stance' during the summit in their demand for a stronger allied military 
presence in the region. This is occurring against the backdrop of a possible second consecutive year of 
reduction in the European Deterrence Initiative − a programme supporting training, military exercises and 
capability development in central and eastern Europe − in the US defence budget.  

Transatlantic relations 
This will be President Biden's first overseas visit, during which he will attend a number of summits, including 
the G7 leaders' meeting, the NATO summit and a bilateral summit between the European Union and the 
US. The summit will address the need for 'transatlantic unity', likely including EU-NATO cooperation, in view 
of the EU's own strategic reflection process: the strategic compass. Following the 27 May 2021 informal 
EU Defence Ministers meeting, the EU's High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Josep 
Borrell, stated the 'need to review the joint declaration' between the EU and NATO, which is approaching 
its fifth anniversary, hinting at the possible drafting of a new declaration reflecting new threats and 
challenges. Secretary General Stoltenberg argued for further strengthening of this cooperation. The 
Foreign Affairs Committee of the European Parliament adopted a report on 'EU-NATO cooperation in the 
context of transatlantic relations' on 27 May 2021, expected to be voted in plenary in July 2021. 

China 
The implications of the rise of China for international and transatlantic security has begun to feature 
increasingly often on NATO's agenda, particularly since 2019. While acknowledging the opportunities to 
cooperate with China on economic and climate matters, Secretary General Stoltenberg also points out that 
Beijing currently has the second largest defence budget globally and is investing heavily in modern defence 
and technological capabilities. The points of divergence are complex. They are normative, relating to 
democratic values and human rights, as well as international, referring to Chinese activities in Africa, the 
Arctic and the Western Balkans. NATO's Deputy Secretary General, Mircea Geoană, argued that the NATO 
2030 process is also 'about safeguarding the rules-based international order against those who seek to 
undermine it like Russia and China'. NATO's increased focus on economic resilience, investment screening, 
critical infrastructure and cybersecurity is not disconnected from sensitive infrastructure and technological 
investments by China in the Euro-Atlantic space, 5G, and strategic dependencies. With NATO considered 'a 
key platform to forge convergence on responding to the security implications of a rising China', the summit 
communiqué is expected to reflect 'the increased awareness and a higher degree of common 
understanding of the convergence of positions when it comes to the challenges posed by China'.  

mailto:eprs@ep.europa.eu
http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank
http://epthinktank.eu/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/04/14/remarks-by-president-biden-on-the-way-forward-in-afghanistan/
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_8189.htm
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2021/2/pdf/2021-02-RSM-Placemat.pdf
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_183706.htm?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=NATO%20Update%20week%2020&utm_content=NATO%20Update%20week%2020+CID_d9cb0f504ec0fe014d5cab814b4adba3&utm_source=Email%20marketing%20software&utm_term=NATO%20Secretary%20General%20Summit%20to%20future-proof%20Alliance
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_182569.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_184341.htm
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2021/690574/EPRS_ATA(2021)690574_EN.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/17/world/europe/czech-republic-skirpal-russia-gru.html
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/events_67375.htm
https://www.euronews.com/2021/05/31/us-belarus-politics-nato
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/173840.htm
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-05-10/nine-nato-states-urge-alliance-to-shore-up-its-eastern-flank?cmpid=BBD051121_BRUS&utm_medium=email&utm_source=newsletter&utm_term=210511&utm_campaign=brussels
https://www.defensenews.com/smr/federal-budget/2020/02/10/european-defense-initiative-funding-drops-in-defense-budget-request/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/625117/EPRS_BRI(2018)625117_EN.pdf
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_184341.htm
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/659269/EPRS_BRI(2020)659269_EN.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/89047/towards-strategic-compass_en
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/99248/informal-meeting-defence-ministers-remarks-high-representativevice-president-josep-borrell_en
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/opinions_184226.htm?selectedLocale=en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20210523IPR04628/meps-call-for-deeper-eu-nato-cooperation
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2020/2257(INI)&l=en
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/analysis/2021/03/chinas-new-five-year-plan-and-2021-budget
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_183011.htm?selectedLocale=en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/642232/EPRS_BRI(2019)642232_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/620231/EPRS_BRI(2018)620231_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2018)625173
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_183708.htm?selectedLocale=en
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/international-institute-for-strategic-studies_looksstrategic-soundsstrategic-activity-6742817659097804801-Q0u0/
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_183011.htm?selectedLocale=ru

	A summit to future-proof the transatlantic alliance
	The NATO 2030 strategic reflection process
	Key issues in focus
	Afghanistan
	Eastern flank
	Transatlantic relations
	China


