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For the people of Ukraine.

In the darkness of war, they are a beacon of light
 that shows the world what it means
 to fight for the ‘we’.





PROLOGUE

On the eve of 24 February 2022, I am standing in my office in the NATO headquarters in Brussels. I am looking at the map of Ukraine that we have put up a few months ago. Tonight, I know, I will receive a phone call telling me that the invasion has begun. I send everyone home early to get some sleep while we still can. At 4.15 am, I get the call. At 6.30, I am back at the headquarters. And at 8.30, there is a meeting of the North Atlantic Council where the first facts about the invasion are discussed. Around the table, there is a sense of dismay. Not because we did not see the invasion coming: for months, intelligence has been shared on an unprecedented scale, and NATO’s intelligence picture has never been more complete. There is a sense of dismay because, over the course of one night the course of world history has changed.

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine is a tectonic shift. War is back on the European continent, and the invasion has ushered in a new era of collective defence. Not just for Ukraine, not just for the entire NATO Alliance, but for all free democratic nations in the world. The vibrations of the Russian tanks that drove across the Ukrainian border on 24 February 2022 are still being felt to this day, as far away as Japan, Australia and Argentina. Whether we like it or not, war is back. Great power competition is once again being fought out on the battlefield and Russia is once again a threat to the Alliance.

For me personally, it was a full-circle moment. At the beginning of my military career in the 1980s, too, Russia was also considered a threat to our security. In the Royal Netherlands Navy we had a frigate at sea for guard duties at all times. We patrolled the North Sea, even at Christmas, to be on the lookout for anything suspicious. Together with British, Norwegian and Danish frigates, we regularly escorted Soviet warships that were on their way to the Mediterranean through the English Channel. All that changed after the fall of the Soviet Union. NATO entered into a new era which was defined by two things: crisis management operations in the Western Balkans, Iraq and Afghanistan on the one hand; and relentless defence spending cuts across Europe and Canada on the other.

It was an era in which European NATO Allies and Canada spent their so-called ‘peace dividend’ on priorities other than defence. McKinsey has recently estimated the value of this peace dividend at a shocking $8.6 trillion ($8,600 billion).1 The thinking was that if there was no threat, why should we invest in our defence? With all the complex decisions politicians need to make about where to allocate resources, defence was one less thing to worry about. Europe and Canada thought they could get away with spending the bare minimum on defence, and sometimes not even that.

When I became the Chief of Defence of the Netherlands Armed Forces in 2017, that way of thinking was slowly changing. The spending cuts had stopped, and the government was slowly starting to reinvest. Why? Because after Russia’s illegal invasions of Georgia in 2008 and Crimea in 2014, NATO Allies started to realise that Russia could once again become a threat to the Alliance. It became clear that Russia’s political leadership was positioning ‘traditional’ Russia against the ‘decadent and sinful’ West. The aim of Russia’s foreign policy was to dissolve the post-Cold War security order in Europe, including every state’s right to choose its own security arrangements. Georgia and Crimea showed us that the Kremlin was not afraid to use brute force to achieve its aims.

This was why, at the Wales Summit in 2014, Allied heads of state and government agreed on a defence investment pledge: to halt the decline in defence spending and gradually move towards spending 2% of GDP on defence over the next decade.2 In 2018, Allied Chiefs of Defence initiated a complete overhaul of our defence strategies and planning to make sure that we were ready for this new era of collective defence. These changes were sorely needed, because the collective defence of our own nations is fundamentally different from crisis management operations. In crisis management we determine when, where and for how long we might participate in a mission or operation. We even set ‘levels of ambition’. If for any political reason we want out, we find a way. But when it comes to collective defence, it is our adversary, not us, that determines the timeline. We have to be ready for an attack in any military domain: land, air, maritime, cyber, and space. We have to be ready for it to happen in any geographical area at any time. Moreover, we have to be ready for several attacks, in several domains, over several geographic areas at the same time. In this new era of collective defence, the Alliance has to go full speed ahead with a war-fighting transformation – from fighting ‘wars of choice’ to winning ‘wars of necessity’.

When I arrived at the NATO headquarters in June 2021, this shift back to collective defence was already ongoing. My role as Chair of the NATO Military Committee was to bring together all the Allied Chiefs of Defence to provide NATO’s political leadership with unfettered military advice on what the Alliance needed to properly deter aggression and defend our nations. I was elected by the Chiefs of Defence to serve as a catalyst for NATO’s military leaders, to be their voice in political meetings, and to help make sure our 3.4 million men and women in uniform have everything they need to protect all we hold dear. As my 92-year-old mother described it on her deathbed, my job was often like ‘herding cats’.


The NATO Military Committee

• The Military Committee is the primary source of consensus-based advice to the North Atlantic Council and the Nuclear Planning Group on military policy and strategy, and it provides guidance to the two Strategic Commanders – Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR) and Supreme Allied Commander Transformation (SACT).

• As such, it is the essential link between the political decision-making process and the military structure of NATO.

• The Military Committee is responsible for translating political decision and guidance into military direction, recommending measures considered necessary for the defence of the NATO area, and implementing decisions regarding military operations.

• It also develops strategic policy and concepts and prepares an annual long-term assessment of the military strength and capabilities of countries and areas posing a risk to NATO’s interests.

• The Military Committee, headed by its Chair, meets frequently at the level of national Military Representatives, and at least three times a year at the level of Chiefs of Defence.



When I arrived, NATO’s military leadership was translating our new military strategies into detailed regional plans and a comprehensive list of everything we needed militarily. At that time, the people on the political side of the headquarters were still hesitant to call Russia a threat. But over the course of my first year, that sentiment changed. The mounting intelligence about Russia’s preparations for the full-scale invasion of Ukraine made it almost impossible to deny Russia’s intent. The political level started to realise that Russia was no longer a ‘partner for peace’ and that we may very well once again have to deal with an all-out attack on Allied soil.

In the months leading up to 24 February 2022, diplomacy was conducted at all possible levels. Allied leaders expressed grave concerns about the fact that the Russians, after having illegally annexed Crimea and occupied parts of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions in 2014, were stationing close to 200,000 troops along the borders of Russia and Belarus with Ukraine. In turn, Russian leaders vehemently denied NATO intelligence, claiming that these were merely ‘routine exercises’, and lamented ‘the West’s’ lack of respect and trust, claiming it was an expression of ‘Russophobia’.

The question on everybody’s mind was, ‘Will Putin actually do it?’ And if we ever doubted the answer… we needed only to listen to the Russians themselves. In January 2022, one month before the full-scale invasion, NATO Allies sat down with Russia in a historic meeting of the NATO-Russia Council. I was surprised to see that the Russian delegation was ill-prepared and uncoordinated in its interventions. These were not the masters of negotiation I had expected. In fact, the Russian statements deviated so far from reality that they were met only with surprise and calm rebuttals by NATO Allies. Russia falsely claimed, among other things, that NATO was responsible for the break-up of Yugoslavia in 1991-1992. We had prepared to counter their arguments, but not this outrageous one. And yet, the Alliance reacted in complete unison. One by one, Croatia, Montenegro, North-Macedonia and Slovenia asked for the floor and laid out the real course of history to the Russian delegation. Their nations had been fighting among themselves after the break-up of Yugoslavia, when NATO came to the rescue and stopped the killing.

The Russian delegation then proceeded to list what they demanded from NATO, based on their written ultimatum from December 2021. This included a ban on Ukraine’s or any other ex-Soviet country’s admittance to NATO, and the removal of all NATO troops and weapons from the Central and Eastern European nations that joined NATO after 1997.

Both proposals were unacceptable to NATO. Allies firmly defended NATO’s open-door policy as a fundamental principle, and they firmly defended NATO’s right to decide its own military posture.3 Removing troops and military infrastructure from Allied nations would effectively create a second-class NATO-membership for members that joined after 1997. That was out of the question.

The NATO-Russia Council of January 2022 showed how far apart NATO and Russia had grown, and the divide was about to grow even wider. When the Russians started bringing bags of blood to the border with Ukraine, which are highly valuable and have a limited shelf-life, we knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that these were not just routine military exercises. They were getting ready to fight. Then, on the night of 24 February, the tracks of the Russian T-72 and T-90 tanks crushed all the mechanisms of conflict resolution and international diplomacy we had built together over the preceding decades.

However the war in Ukraine may end, Russia will continue to be a threat to the Alliance. They will either be emboldened by their success or frustrated by their failure. To make matters worse, Russia is not alone on its path of aggression. It is actively supported by autocratic nations around the world. The so-called CRINK states (China, Russia, Iran, North Korea) are supplying funds, weapons, technology and even troops.4 For North Korea and Iran, supporting Russia offers a chance to come out of their decades-long isolation, create division, and destroy democracy abroad in order to retain autocracy at home. The relationship between Russia and China is potentially even more dangerous. This ‘no limits partnership’ will have implications for our security for decades to come. China is ramping up its military arsenal with unprecedented speed and vigour, and it is increasingly seeking to challenge the United States in the race for global leadership. One of the reasons China is supporting Russia in its war against Ukraine is to drain Europe and North America of their resources. Because if Russia is using its political, military and economic means to fight against Ukraine, and North America and Europe are using theirs to support Ukraine, then who stands to gain from this conflict…? Exactly. In many ways, the war in Ukraine is much more about China versus the United States than it is about Russia versus Ukraine.

Great power competition is back. It is being fought out on the battlefield in Ukraine, and it is not unthinkable that it will be fought out on other battlefields as well. This could happen either directly through a conflict in the Indo-Pacific or unexpectedly in the Arctic. Or even indirectly, through a different conflict in Europe. In any case, great powers are increasingly going toe to toe, using all instruments at their disposal. This leads to a more divided world.

The CRINK is sometimes referred to as an ‘alliance of autocracies’. But I think the word ‘alliance’ is too big of a word for what is essentially a deeply flawed, temporary set of transactions based on self-interest. There is no true friendship or trust, nor do the members share the bonds of history and values that unite NATO Allies. Nevertheless, it is important that we see how the dots are connecting. And that we realise that there is no stronger weapon in the world… than our unity.

Allied nations need to learn how to collectively defend all we hold dear. Machiavelli says in The Art of War, published in 1521, that if you observe the enemy’s plans and strategic objectives well, and you put a lot of effort into training your armed forces, you run a lower risk of being attacked and have a better chance of victory.5 In other words, you can only win a war if you prepare properly. To that I would add that you can even prevent war if you prepare properly.

What I realised in my first year as Chair of the NATO Military Committee was that preparing for war is not only a job for the military. War is a whole-of-society event. Therefore, the prevention of war must also be a whole-of-society event. Collective defence is truly a task for the collective, for all of us. Making sure we have strong and capable armed forces is crucial, but preventing war by demonstrating deterrence requires much more. It requires the active participation of every member of society. That is why I started speaking out about this publicly in March 2022, and it is why we wrote this book. The gap between how the public perceived our security and the monumental challenges we saw at the NATO headquarters was growing too wide. We needed all members of our societies to realise they had to become part of the solution too.

For a lot of people, ‘preparing for war’ might seem scary, paradoxical or even escalatory. However, preparing for an event does not make that event more likely. Preparing for war does not mean we take to the streets with flaming torches. It is not about being aggressive. In fact, it’s just the opposite. It means that we prepare to defend ourselves and minimise our vulnerabilities across the board. It is about realising that the enemy will use anything and everything to bring us to our knees. Energy, (dis)information, food and migration are all being weaponised already. We have to deal with this and stay one step ahead of our adversaries. War is scary, but preparing for war does not have to be. It is how we make ourselves stronger. By properly preparing for war, we actually reduce the risk of being at war. Then, if it does happen, at least we are in a better position to deal with it.

This book offers ideas on how to prepare ourselves better:

• By expecting the unexpected and planning for different scenarios, not expecting tomorrow to look like today.

• By thinking like an investor and strengthening economic deterrence.

• By choosing effectiveness over efficiency, because producing ‘just enough, just in time’ will be too little and too late.

• By taking responsibility and not waiting for others to solve our problems.

• By identifying, mitigating and accepting risk, knowing that not taking any risk is the biggest risk of all.

• By trusting the professionals and creating a clear hierarchy and task division.

• And lastly, by fighting for the ‘we’ in a world of ‘me’, knowing that we will all be stronger as a result.

Some of these ideas might seem idealistic or optimistic, which is not something I am often accused of. I always try to be a realist, and I am known for my bluntness in sharing uncomfortable truths. So when I speak about what NATO Allies can and cannot do, please know that it is not a marketing pitch. It stems from deeply held beliefs and first-hand experience.

War is unpredictable. We can never fully know or control what our adversaries will do and how rational they are. What we do know for sure is that if we better prepare for war, we at least have a far better chance of either preventing it or winning it. If Ukraine had not taken action in the years that followed 2014 to strengthen its armed forces and societal resilience, it would not have been able to push back Russia’s full-scale invasion in 2022 and sustain its fight for freedom. There would be a Russian flag in front of the Verkhovna Rada right now.6 NATO too has proven throughout history that it can adapt to changing circumstances and rise to the occasion. If enough people feel the urgency, there is nothing we cannot achieve together.

In this book, we will undoubtedly say things that you may fervently disagree with. But what we really hope is that it encourages you to debate inconvenient truths and complex issues at dinner tables, and in board rooms, parliaments, cabinet rooms, classrooms and lecture halls. We want to get you thinking about what you can contribute to our collective defence, and if your family, organisation and/or company is ready for war, should it come to it.

We need to see the world for what it is, not for what we would like it to be. War is back, whether we like it or not, and it is on our doorstep. If we do not want war to reach our soil, then we all have to make tough choices and decisions. This new era of collective defence is all about the collective. We need to relearn how to fight for the ‘we’ in a world of ‘me’. It is a lesson much older than Machiavelli: if you want peace… prepare for war.





1

EXPECT THE UNEXPECTED


‘The future of the world is being decided right now on the battlefield in Ukraine.’

– Volodymyr Zelenskyy, President of Ukraine



In March 2024, I travel to Kyiv to head the first NATO military delegation to visit Ukraine since the fullscale invasion. It is several months before the NATO Summit in Washington. There is widespread public and political debate on whether Ukraine might be granted NATO membership during the Summit and whether the Alliance will put boots on the ground. The purpose of my visit is to get a first-hand view of the Ukrainian Armed Forces’ capabilities and how NATO could better help them. It is also to assure the political leadership and general public that while membership is not yet politically feasible, NATO and Ukraine are indeed moving much closer together, and Ukraine is on an irreversible path to enter into the Alliance.

Needless to say, it is a complex visit, and this feeling is further enhanced by the security measures during our travels. My delegation and I fly to Poland, where we are picked up from the airport in a van which drives straight onto the train station platform. Several of the train carriages are sealed off. The window blinds are closed, and we are forbidden to open them during the journey, because it would betray the presence of a ‘VIP’. No phones and no internet are allowed. For more than ten hours we drive deeper and deeper into the war-torn country, making regular stops, arriving in Kyiv in the early morning. I am not entirely sure what to expect, but I certainly did not expect to see a vibrant city with people in sneakers carrying cappuccinos on their way to work. Even the Chanel store is open. Of course, the signs of war are clearly visible too. We see destroyed buildings, bullet holes in walls and heavily armed military on the streets. But the way the Ukrainians manage to go about their normal life in defiance of the horrors that the Russian Armed Forces are inflicting on them leaves a lasting impression.

The visit starts with meetings with the General Staff of the Ukrainian Armed Forces, led by the newly appointed Chief of Defence, General Oleksandr Syrskyi. During the talks, the air raid siren goes off several times. The speaker blasts: ‘DANGER! DANGER! Your overconfidence is your greatest weakness.’ My counterparts shrug it off and continue. They have put a system in place that tells them if there is a specific threat against their building. Otherwise, they could never continue their work. As our conversation proceeds, I become more and more impressed by the tenacity and strategic vision of the Ukrainians. Even after two years of relentless aggression and destruction on a scale that Europe has not seen since the Second World War, they remain level-headed, resolute and strategic.

These qualities are best exemplified by the country’s leader, President Volodymyr Zelenskyy, the Churchill of our time. My conversation with him is not an easy one. In March 2024, the battlefield was at a deadlock. A $61 billion support package from the United States has been held back for months because of national political reasons that have nothing to do with Ukraine, and the Alliance is not yet ready to extend an invitation for Ukraine to become a member. Once again, Ukraine is forced to adjust and adapt to an impossible situation. Zelenksyy rightly points out that Ukraine is not just fighting for its own existence. It is fighting for the existence of all free democracies. He explains that the support provided by Allies and partners does not only physically enable Ukraine to continue its fight, but it also has a very important moral component. Every time a country sends weapons and ammunition, the people of Ukraine know that they are not alone.

Realism versus idealism

As unprecedented as the international support for Ukraine has been, it has also been fragmented and unpredictable. This makes it very hard for the Ukrainians to know what they can count on and when they can count on it. Meanwhile, the Russian aggressor keeps changing tactics and is rapidly learning from every mistake. The Ukrainians are constantly shifting between ‘What do I want the situation to look like?’, and ‘What does it actually look like?’ It is a combination of realism and idealism that deeply inspires me. They have an ideal picture that they are striving towards, but at the same time they are realistic about what needs to be done to get there. They are prepared for anything, and they rapidly adapt to changing circumstances.

The Ukrainians’ ability to shift and plan for different scenarios was also visible during another key part of my visit in early 2024. I was asked by former Prime Minister Arseniy Yatsenyuk to give a speech at the Kyiv Security Forum. The forum was held in the ballroom of a grand hotel. The night before the speech, the conference organisers showed me the ballroom where I would speak. While my team and I marvelled at the elaborate set-up, they asked if we would like to see the alternative location. They proceeded to take us to the parking level in the basement of the hotel. Here, to our amazement, they had rebuilt the entire conference. They had replicated the stage, microphones, chairs, cameras, banners, everything. Imagine doing that for a conference in an Allied nation. The Ukrainians made sure that, whatever happened, they were ready to continue the event. Even if the air raid siren went off because of potential incoming missiles, the conference could go ahead as planned. That is how important free speech and public gatherings are to them.

As the visit progressed, I felt more and more humbled by the Ukrainians’ strength. One of our hosts told us that he was not able to contact his son, who was fighting at the front. They talked once a week during a pre-set timeslot, but this time his son had not answered his phone call. As the man showed us around his beloved city, he confessed that he had not yet had the heart to share this news with his wife. It was through his story that I realised that time in Ukraine is not measured in days, weeks or months; it is measured in human lives. In Allied nations, a week is a week. In Ukraine, a week is a parent, child, friend or lover lost forever.
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