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Figure 1: Graph indicating the defense expenditures of NATO member states as a share of gross domestic product in 2024 and 2014
Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, NATO, charter states that “an armed attack against one or more of them in Europe or North America shall be considered an attack against them all.” It has been part of NATO since the very beginning—it was included in the original North Atlantic Treaty, which was signed on April 4, 1949. As such, collective defense is undeniably NATO’s most fundamental principle. However, numerous member states of NATO, especially ones with the highest contribution such as United States, United Kingdom, and Poland, raised concerns on uneven burden sharing and the long-term sustainability of NATO’s deterrence posture. Accordingly, NATO quantified what fair contribution looks like during the Wales summit: an aim for defense spending of at least 2% of the gross domestic product (GDP) by 2024. However, as seen in Figure 1, only a portion of the member states has reached the target, based on estimates from last year. On top of that, at the 2025 Hague Summit, a new, more ambitious target was set: allies committed to investing 5% of GDP annually on total defense and security-related spending by 2035, with 3.5% directed to core defense requirements. 
While these targets represent a significant step toward reinforcing NATO’s collective defense goal, they have also brought long-standing concerns into focus: the challenge of ensuring that all member states are held accountable for their role in defending Europe. Defense spending targets, weak in the sense that they are political commitments, not legal obligations, does not guarantee meaningful contributions to NATO’s collective security. There are also concerns that some nations use “creative accounting” to meet the spending percentages by including expenditures that are not directly related to core military capabilities, such as civilian infrastructure or research. Accordingly, distrust have been growing between NATO member states due to uneven distribution of responsibilities. U.S. President Donald Trump, during his 2024 campaign, openly questioned the reliability of NATO’s collective defense commitment, stating, “If a country did not pay its way, I would not protect you. In fact, I would encourage [Moscow] to do whatever they want.” Without clear mechanisms to measure and enforce commitment—whether through capabilities, deployments, or strategic cooperation—imbalances will persist. As threats to European stability grow, the urgency to establish fair, transparent, and effective standards that ensure every member plays a credible and consistent role in the alliance’s defense grows as well.

Definition of Key Terms 
Burden Sharing
Burden Sharing is the idea that all NATO members should contribute fairly to defense, often measured by spending target. It could be measured in various ways, however: financial investment can be a part of a country’s commitment to the target that NATO established; capability can also be taken into consideration in the sense that each nation can provide different help and work in different fields according to what they are the most capable of doing; contributions and the country’s willingness to take risks is also a method of burden sharing towards the defense of Europe. Burden sharing is a key term and goal that NATO is working towards, in order to minimize the “free ride” of certain countries and ensure equal effort towards toe safety of Europe.
Creative accounting
Creative accounting refers to the use of accounting practices that comply with the standards, but in detail designed to present a misleading or overly favorable picture of ones position. Also called as “aggressive accounting” or “earning management,” creative accounting fails to meet the intended original goal that was set but rather works for individual benefit. While it is usually legal, it is often considered unethical because it misleads stakeholders. In the context of NATO and defense spending, creative accounting usually means using the defense spending, either the 2%, 5% or the specific divisions of it, in something that is non-military nor helpful for NATO. It could be done through reclassifying existing spending as “defense” without actually increasing military capabilities. Through this method, countries can continuously spend on what they spent before while in surface act as if they are working towards meeting the defense spending goal of NATO. Creative accounting is projected to be seen in the 2025 Hague Investment Plan as the 1.5% goal on “resilience and security” is vague and new. Theoretically, a nation can argue that increasing education accessibility is also a form of increasing the resilience towards the Eastern threat of Russia as education of children can stimulate more personnel to create strategies that will effectively combat the Eastern forces. As such, creative accounting is a critical phenomenon to combat when discussing the accountability of member states for equal burden sharing for defense of Europe.
Consensus
Consensus refers to a general agreement. In specific, it refers to an idea or opinion that is shared by all people in a group. Consensus is one of the primary principle of NATO that was present since 1949; all member states should agree for a decision before it is announced as a “NATO decision.” It is applied at every committee level, which means that all NATO decisions are collective decisions made by its member countries. It also means that there is no voting at NATO, as consultations take place until a decision that is acceptable to all is reached. 
Consensus Minus One
The Consensus Minus One principle is a strategic modification of NATO’s traditional decision-making process. While NATO usually operates on a “one-for-all’ consensus rule where every single member must agree, Consensus Minus One allows the alliance to move forward even if one member objects. It prevents one nation from blocking the alliances’ assessment of its own failures. For example, when NATO staff produce a report criticizing a country for not meeting its military targets or spending promises, that country cannot veto the report, hiding its failures. This also enables peer pressure among members. By allowing procedures to be held despite one objection, it creates pressure to the holdout state during ministerial meetings.
Defense spending
Defense spending, in simple terms, is a part of national budget that is spent on military and measures that work for defending from invasive forces. However, in this context, it is more than just that, and acts as a metric of a country’s contribution to collective security. NATO defines defense expenditure as payments made by a national government specifically to meet the needs of its armed forces, those of Allies, or of the Alliance. In order to be counted as defense spending in terms of NATO’s standard, it should fall in to specific categories: military personnel, operations and maintenance, equipment, non-military forces in support of military forces, foreign military aid, and initiatives aimed to meet resilience and security. However, civil defense and war damage payments are not counted as defense spending. When NATO was first introduced, defense spending was almost entirely about hard power, such as the size of standing armies, tanks, and maintenance of bases. The definition and scope shifted as time passed; in the Post-Cold War era, the focus moved to expeditionary capacity and modernization. Notably, the 20% rule in the Wales Summit to spend 20% of the defense budget on equipment shifted the trends on spending on passive costs such as pensions and salaries to active power, which is buying modern weapons. This shifted again after the Hague Summit. In detail, it expanded the definition of security spending. The new category of “resilience and security” allowed more diverse directions such as cyber defense, critical infrastructure protection, and supply chain security. This shift acknowledges that in the age of “Gray Zone” warfare, a country can be defeated by a cyberattack just as easily as by a tank invasion. 

History & Developments 
Relationship between NATO and Russia
	The relationship between NATO and Russia could be fundamentally defined by a “security dilemma”: as one side increases defense spending to feel secure, the other side views it as a threat and responds in kind. They are in most cases in opposite sides, continuing an intense competition, although the degree and method differentiates by era. In fact, NATO was primarily created as a collective defense alliance to counter the Soviet Union’s growing power and prevent communist expansion.
	Cold war
During the Cold War, the NATO-Soviet relationship was a direct arms race where defense spending was used as a tool of containment. Europe at that time was divided between Western democracies and Soviet-controlled Eastern Bloc. The USSR established communist regimes in Eastern Europe, alarming Western powers. NATO was founded in response to this. NATO and the Soviet viewed each other as threats, and this conflict heightened when Warsaw Pact was formed in 1955 by soviet to bind Eastern Bloc. Defense spending became crucial as nuclear arms race started; the two forces sought to develop technologies and place armed forces around their supporting nations to remain secure and threaten each other. NATO relied on US nuclear weapons stationed in Europe to deter Soviet aggression. Notably, the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962, shows the confrontation of two powers: in response to American deployments of nuclear missiles in United Kingdom, Italy and Turkey, Soviet deployed their nuclear missiles in Cuba. While there was a phase where the two forces attempted dialogue—during the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT I, 1972) and the Helsinki Final Act (1975)—the tension renewed as the two still viewed each other as a threatening opposing force, especially during the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan (1979) and added missile deployments of NATO, escalated the arms race, Due to the tensions and threats, NATO had to increase defense spending to between 3% and 5% of their GDP to combat Soviet’s staggering rate of defense spending, which reached about 15% to 20% of GDP.
Post-Cold war
		After the Soviet collapse, the relationship between NATO and Russia shifted from competition to a fragile or neglected partnership. As Russia faced an unstable era after the collapse of former government, the defense expenditure dropped significantly to an average of 1.4% of GDP. NATO’s future role was also left as a mystery as their original adversary disappeared. After consideration, NATO launched a program called Partnership for Peace in 1994 to build trust with former Warsaw Pact states, including Russia. They have also signed a Founding Act on Mutual Relations (1997) agreement with Russia to bring cooperation, respect for sovereignty, and dialogue. Their partnership, however, had few tensions. NATO’s bombing campaign against Serbia, a Russian ally, during the Kosovo War strained their relations. In Russia’s point of view, NATO’s action without UN approval was undermining the international law. Regardless, NATO and Russia continuously worked for cooperation, as seen in NATO-Russia Council formed in 2002. Without the threat of Russia, the defense spending of Europe stayed in a low point enjoying the “peace.” It even reached a point where US defense spending was about 70% of the total spending of NATO. Russia, on the other hand, was increasing their spending especially on asymmetric warfare (cyber and hybrid) to compensate for its conventional weakness. Their mutual positive relationship eventually met an end in Georgia War in 2008 when Russia invaded Georgia. It was also sign for European nations to increase defense spending to get ready for the increased possibility that Russian forces will invade them next.
	The Russo-Ukrainian war
	Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 and full invasion in 2022 marked the reset of relationship to a state of hostility. NATO figured out that they can “no longer consider Russia to be a partner,” according to the official NATO webpage. Rather than confrontation, NATO revealed its stance to remain as a defensive posture, and stated that they will continue to respond to Russian threats in a united and responsible way. They also announced their full support on Ukraine even though Ukraine is not a member of NATO, standing on the directly the opposite side of Russia. Russia has transitioned to a wartime economy, with its military expenditure rapidly increasing to almost a point to about 7.5% to 8% of its GDP by 2025. This massive Russian mobilization became a significant threat to European states as most of them barely reached the 2% goal that was set by NATO. They also realized the need to invest in various directions of defense, as Russia started to use conventional, cyber, and hybrid means against NATO member countries and partners.
“Second Cold War”
	The “Second Cold War” is defined by a shift from temporary crisis management to a permanent state of high-intensity industrial and societal mobilization against a Russian war economy. By late 2025, the relationship has moved beyond a temporary shock of the 2022 invasion and to a long-term competition. The Hague Investment Plan’s 5% target serves as an unofficial start of this era, aiming to close disparity between Russia that allocates nearly 8% of its GDP to a wartime footing while Europe has historically underinvested enjoying the earlier “peace.” US started to openly reveal its dissatisfaction on spending more on defense compared to other European members of NATO calling it as a “free ride.” Their interest as a North American nation decoupled with the ones of Europe, that are right next to Ukraine. This has led to a "Second Cold War" dynamic where Europe is arming itself because it no longer feels it can fully rely on a consistent U.S. security guarantee, essentially preparing for a Cold War in which they might have to stand alone.
Change in defense spending of Europe
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Figure 2: Graph indicating the EU Member States’ defence expenditure from 1960 to 2024
	Defense spending of Europe changed significantly in the past few decades according to the threats it faced, as seen in Figure 2. During the Cold War, the European NATO members routinely spent about 3 to 4 percent of their GDP on military and defense spending. However, after the tensions between the United States and Russia weakened, underinvestment continued, and their defense spending dropped to about 1.6 percent in 2024. Considering that the defense spending of European Union (EU) is about one-third of that of US, statistics show that there is clearly a need for European NATO members to invest more on defense expenditure to meet the standards of “equal spending.”
	Exception of Iceland
Iceland, while being a founding member of NATO, has no standing military. Therefore, its definition of defense spending and accountability is hard to determine. Because it cannot meet the 3.5% military spending target of the 2025 Hague Summit goal, Reykjavik’s 2025 security strategy focuses entirely on the 1.5% resilience and infrastructure mandate. It marks the first commitment of Iceland in defense spending in NATO as before, defense spending only counted for standing military, and Iceland was excluded in defense spending as it did not have one. Iceland is held accountable through its hosting of the Keflavik Air Base and its investments in undersea cable security and Arctic surveillance. This commitment proves that burden sharing in the 2020s is more than just providing soldiers.
	Spanish exemption
Iceland was not the only country with exception in NATO’s history. Spain was also “opt-out” from the 2025 Hague Investment Plan to reach 5% of GDP spent on defense. Spanish Prime Minister Pedro Sánchez negotiated a deal to allow Spain to stay in line with the previous 2% goal set in the 2014 Wales Summit. The purpose of this exemption, in the perspective of the Prime Minister of Spain, was to prevent skyrocketing rise in tax and economic instability in Spain that might be caused due to the new goal of 5%. Spain was given this exemption as all decision in NATO is based on consensus, and without Spain’s agreement, the 5% goal for other nations could have been demolished. This exemption has created significant friction with Eastern European allies and US, who view Spain’s lower commitment as a lack of shared risk.
Shift in the definition of “defense” and “attack”
In the 21st century, the definitions of “defense” and “attack” have shifted from traditional territorial boundaries toward a more fluid and “hybrid” reality. This introduction of new aggression method obscured on what counted as a method of defense and it became harder to determine the commitment of member states of NATO. 
“Grey zone” and “attack”
	In modern era, attack is no longer solely crossing a border and bringing soldiers into action. Now, any hostile action that may even not include physical aggression could be considered as a severe attack, and are worthy of acknowledging their significance and potential. With the Hague Summit, NATO has recognized “Grey Zone” activities, which might include cyber-attacks and undersea cable sabotage, as potential triggers for Article 5. This shift alarmed member states who were rather physically far from the attack of Russia and other armed forces, as they could potentially be attacked regardless of their distance. Accordingly, accountability and its definition changed to meet the potential attacks that are different from the conventional attacks.
Defense and societal resilience
	Defense has also changed with attack. Maintenance of a standing army will not ensure the safety of a nation or NATO as a whole anymore. The Hague Summit again reflects this idea by dividing the goal into two, including the spending on resilience and security. This highlighted the importance of improving digital networks, food and water resources, and transport systems in combat of hybrid interference. Disparities became more notable between developed nations and underdeveloped nations as they have differences in the social resilience level in addition to the strength of standing army. However, these new defense methods created debates on whether they are actually “defense methods” that will ultimately benefit when it comes to collective defense of NATO, or just an economic development measure of one nation.
Drivers of disparities in accountability
	While the disparities in accountability to the defense in Europe are also due to the historical reasons and shift in technology, social, economic, and political reasons also play a role when causing the disparities. Nations such as US and UK are capable of allocating their budgets to defense as they have more economical stability. However, smaller economies or those with other priorities due to fiscal constraints struggle to meet spending targets compared to the wealthier states. Although some nations might not have smaller economies, they still might not prioritize defense due to political reasons, leading to unequal burden sharing on defense. In countries where defense is not as important as other crisis, the government might delay commitments and prioritize social spending, healthcare, or infrastructure. Often, these governments have more possibility in using the creative accounting to reduce the actual defense spending. In addition, political instability or frequent government changes can delay long-term commitments. Finally, Europe’s defense industries are a big reason why Europe seems to have lower accountability compared to the US. Europe has dozens of national defense companies that are rather fragmented. This leads to multiple less developed military equipment compared to US, which has more consolidated industry that can develop together and benefit from economies of scale. This fragmentation is fundamentally due to the fact that Europe consists of many geographically and economically smaller nations compared to the US, and their differences in national interests cause the lack of cooperation between industries. Also, the continued reliance on US technology prevents the development of domestic defense industries of Europe. More reliance led to less spending on research and development in Europe, preventing domestic industries from developing their own technologies and growing independence from US. Meanwhile, as US continues to spend on defense research and development, its defense technology will grow day after day, creating disparities between technology development of the US and Europe.

Major Parties Involved 
United States
	The United States is NATO’s largest and most influential member, contributing majority of the alliance’s total defense spending. While not located in Europe, its historical tension with Russia, especially notable during the Cold War, makes defense in Europe its high priority of interest. Looking back to the history of NATO’s establishment, it acted as a method US used to combat the emerging forces of Communism in Eastern Europe. Therefore its interest lies in ensuring that NATO remains a credible and capable force for deterring threats, particularly from Russia and other strategic competitors. The U.S. has long advocated for equitable burden-sharing as a large contributor, arguing that other members must increase their defense investments to match their security responsibilities. In addition, President Donald Trump frequently mentioned his opinion on defense spending in Europe: the EU has neglected its defence for decades, complacently relying on American military power. It is a founding member of NATO and maintains strong defense ties with many European allies, including the United Kingdom, Poland, and the Baltic states. However, tensions have occasionally surfaced when U.S. leaders questioned the reliability of NATO’s collective defense commitments in light of perceived underperformance by some allies.
Poland
	Poland is one of NATO’s most vocal advocates for collective defense and has emerged as a regional leader in Eastern Europe. It has spent well above the 2% target, almost reaching 5%, and has invested heavily in modernizing its military. Historically, Poland played an important role regarding the tension between democracy and communism. In September 1939, the invasion of Poland by Germany and the Soviet Union marked the beginning of World War II, and Poland was part of the Warsaw Pact. However, Poland re-established itself as a democratic country and joined NATO in 1999. Poland’s primary interest is deterring Russian aggression, particularly in light of the fact that it is sharing borders with Ukraine and historical tensions with Moscow. Notably, it has created a new U.S. ballistic missile defence site in Redzikowo, aiming to increase “NATO’s ability to defend against the growing threat of ballistic missiles,” as NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg said. He added that “Ballistic missiles have been widely used conflicts in Ukraine and the Middle East. As a defensive Alliance we cannot ignore that threat. Missile defence is an essential element for NATO’s core task of collective defence,” showing how Poland actively works towards defence of Europe regarding to the cooperation within NATO. It is a member of NATO and the EU, and it actively supports initiatives that strengthen transatlantic security cooperation. Poland has strong defense partnerships with the U.S., U.K., and other Eastern European allies, and it often pushes for stricter enforcement of NATO commitments to ensure alliance credibility. In other words, Poland’s stance aligns closely with that of the U.S. and other Eastern European allies.
Germany
	Germany is Europe’s largest economy and a central player in both NATO and the EU. However, it has historically fallen short of NATO’s defense spending target of 2% of GDP, leading to criticism from allies like the U.S. and Poland. Germany’s perspective lie in maintaining European stability and avoiding military escalation, often favoring diplomatic and economic tools over hard power. While it has aimed to increase defense spending—especially after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine—its pace of implementation has been gradual. Their cautious approach reflects domestic political constraints and a historically restrained defense role. Their limitation in industries also plays a role in the slow development. Even with funding, the arms industry of Germany struggles with backlogs and limited production capacity. Rheinmetall, for instance, had €63 billion in orders pending in early 2025. Germany plays a leading role in EU defense initiatives and maintains strong ties with France, but its slow pace to meet NATO benchmarks has strained relations with more progressive allies.
NATO institutions
	The North Atlantic Council (NAC), composed of representatives from all member states, is NATO’s principal political decision-making body. The NATO Secretary General serves as the alliance’s chief spokesperson and coordinator. These two institutions are responsible for setting direction, monitoring action of each nations with defense spending targets, and facilitating agreements among members. They work for maintaining unity, transparency, and readiness. They publish annual defense expenditure reports and facilitate political dialogue between member states on burden-sharing. However, they lack enforcement power, which limits their ability to hold members accountable beyond public pressure. Their role is crucial in discussing the accountability and maintaining transparency.
Russia
	While not a NATO member, Russia’s aggressive actions have intensified the urgency of ensuring that all NATO members are prepared and committed. Its annexation of Crimea in 2014 and full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 brought NATO’s focus on collective defense and exposed capability gaps among some members. Their invasion required not only funding and investment on military spendings, but also required political will, strategic defence, and credible capabilities. This led to countries in the Eastern Europe, such as Poland and Baltic states to call for more collective defense and stricter enforcement of defense commitments across Europe. Moreover, Russia’s enlargement in tactics, including cyberattacks, disinformation, and energy coercion, expanded the definition of defense beyond the traditional military means. This further challenges NATO nations regardless of their distance to Russia, requiring rapid and collective effort to develop technologies and techniques to effectively combat the Russian forces.

Timeline of Events
	Date
	Event Name
	Description

	April 4, 1949
	Signing of the North Atlantic Treaty
	NATO is officially established with 12 founding members, committing to collective defense under Article 5.

	November 28-29, 2006
	Riga Summit
	NATO Defense Ministers agreed to a “guideline” that members should spend 2% of their GDP on defense.

	September 4-5, 2014
	Wales Summit
	In response to Russia’s annexation of Crimea, NATO members agree to aim for defense expenditure of at least 2% of GDP with a set deadline, 2024.

	December 3-4, 2019
	London Leaders’ Meeting
	Tensions rise over defense spending disparities. French President Macron calls NATO “brain dead,” and U.S. President Trump criticizes low-spending allies.

	February 24, 2022
	Russian Invasion of Ukraine
	The invasion triggers NATO’s largest collective defense response since the Cold War. Some members rapidly increase defense budgets; others lag behind

	June 17-18, 2025
	The Hague Summit
	The main takeaway of this summit is NATO’s official adoption of 5% GDP defense spending benchmark.



Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue
	Several key attempts to improve accountability among European states has been present, either in NATO itself or in the European Union (EU). The defense spending targets are the major benchmarks noticing the need for collective and equal spending in defense. They were present in the late 20th century, but were not formal requirements nor as needed as during the Cold War, most European nations spent over 2% of their GDP due to the remaining tension. However, as the tension eased, the guideline became a formal goal. NATO therefore aimed to ensure members wouldn’t just be consumers of security but would contribute their fair share. The 2% figure was first mentioned during the 2006 Riga Summit. The NATO Defense Ministers agreed to set a guideline that members should spend 2% of their GDP on defense. However, it was considered a “soft” target as there was no timeline for when countries had to reach it, nor was not signed by the top national leaders, making it easy to ignore. In addition, there was no legal force to push member states to actually reach the goal.
Following the Riga Summit, in the year 2014, the Wales Summit was held with the aim of re-arm and re-assure the alliance, being aware of the rapid change in the security environment. One of the key decisions of the summit is the 2% defense spending pledge. In 2014, although the idea of 2% of GDP defense spending was introduced in 2006, only three countries, the US, UK, and Greece) were meeting the 2% goal. Realizing the need for a formal pledge with a countdown, member nations agreed to aim to move towards the 2% guideline within a decade, which is by 2024. The level of commitment rose compared to the 2006 Summit seeing that it was included in the official Summit Declaration, and it was also signed by the Heads of State. This gave it much higher political weight and made a significant step towards the goal of “burden-sharing” However, by the 2024 deadline, only about 70% of the member states reached the goal. While it was a massive increase, it still left about a third of the alliance short of the promise they made a decade earlier.
However, ultimately, as of late 2025, NATO Secretary General reports indicate that all allies (excluding Iceland) are now expected to meet or exceed the 2% target. NATO now set a new goal called the 2025 Hague Investment Plan, which was decided during the 2025 Hague Summit. The new target is increasing the defense spending to 5% of the GDP by 2035, being aware of the increased threat of Russia and US political pressure under President Trump, as well as the modern warfare in Ukraine. Because 5% is a massive financial leap, the goal is split into two distinct categories to allow for more flexible spending. 3.5% of the 5% is for “hard” defense, meaning that it must be spent on core military requirements, such as purchasing weaponry, troop salaries, and combat readiness. The other 1.5%, meanwhile, is for resilience and security. It allows countries to count spending on cybersecurity, protecting critical infrastructure, and “dual use” infrastructure like railways and ports that help move military equipment quickly. The plan includes stricter oversight as there were multiple criticism in the 2014 pledge for being vague. By 2026, all member states must submit a National Implementation Plan with details on how they will reach the 5% mark. By 2029, a formal “Collective Review” will take place to check if countries are on track based on the goal set on 2026. And by 2035, the 5% goal is planned to be reached. Some notable factors of this goal is the Spanish exemption, Iceland’s contribution, and Ukraine support. Spain argued that a 5% target was too burdening for its economy. They accordingly received a unique exemption allowing them to remain committed to the original 2% floor. This exemption however caused significant friction with the United States as the President Trump criticized the move as “terrible,” labeling it a “free ride.” He also suggested that Spain might face trade tariffs as a “repayment” for not contributing to the new goal. Iceland, on the other hand, was exempt from the 2% of GDP spending rules at it had no standing army. However, as the new goal included 1.5% of “Resilience and Security,” Iceland decided to participate on only the 1.5% part of the goal, meaning that it committed to a specific spending target for the first time in its history. Finally, the new goal counted direct military aid to Ukraine as part of their defense spending toward the 5% goal. Accordingly, while the 5% Hague Investment Plan is historic, it is also highly controversial. The second category of the goal, the 1.5% for “resilience” is widely criticized for being “fuzzy.” Because there is no strict, universally agreed-upon lusts of what counts as “resilience,” countries might include non-military infrastructure to artificially inflate their numbers. This is often called “Creative Accounting” by analysts. Apart from that, it is also considered a massive economic shock for many European nations, and its purpose is questioned in the sense that the deal has been described as a “protection fee” that Europe spends in order to keep the US from leaving.
While the defense spending targets were based on the financial part, the NATO Defense Planning Process (NDPP) focuses on what should be bought to ensure the 32 member nations can actually fight together as a single force while ensuring the fair sharing of burden based on each nation’s capability. The process runs in a four-year cycle, consisting of five steps. First, the process begins with the “Big Picture:” The NATO leaders define the level of ambition, or the operations the alliance must be able to conduct simultaneously. Then Military experts from Allied Command Transformation (ACT) and Allied Command Operations (ACO) translate that political vision into a list of equipment and personnel called the Minimum Capability Requirements (MCR). NATO then takes the list of requirements and splits it up among the 32 members based on “fair share” principle. Once a country agrees to its targets, NATO helps them figure out the procedure to meet the goals. This includes promoting multinational projects and setting standardization rules, so all equipment is interoperable. Finally, every two years, NATO performs a check-up on each country. A final report is shared between all member states to create peer pressure and transparency. While NDPP might sound realistic, there are several limitations to this process. As the NDPP is a four-year cycle, it fails to adapt to changes in technology and global shifts quickly. Most notably, the NDPP is too slow to adjust MCR in responses to the founding in drone technology and electronic warfare during the war in Ukraine as the technology change every few months. Another limitation of the NDPP is its limited impact on each member state. The NDPP is designed to respect national sovereignty, which is its biggest military weakness. While NATO can apportion targets, it cannot force a country to build them. The countries can also fail to implement the goals either intentionally or accidentally regardless of the fact that it cannot veto the specific capability targets assigned to itself.
The EU also worked towards ensuring the equal burden sharing, most notably through EU Coordinated Annual Review on Defense (CARD). Managed by the European Defense Agency (EDA), CARD analyzes the national defense plans of all participating EU member states with aims to identify the use of defense spending, areas of development, and cooperation opportunities. It tackles the problem mentioned in other solution methods: the creating accounting. It also aims to identify the shortfalls European nations have, including the technological limitations and industry developments, so that they are no longer heavily dependent on US. Despite its goals, CARD faces sovereignty Barrier like the NDPP. The CARD recommendations are largely voluntary, weakening the commitment of member nations. Many countries also still prefer to spend their burden sharing money at home to support their own factories and jobs, even if CARD tells them that it would be more efficient to buy from a neighbor to increase the defense of Europe as a whole.

Possible Solutions
	One way to ensure equal commitment to defense of Europe, is to strengthen existing plans. Specifically, the 2025 Hague Investment Plan can be modified to have more detailed milestones and check-ups to ensure that there are minimal loopholes. The National Implementation Plan report was originally only submitted in the year 2026. This can be modified to annual reports accompanied by NATO’s support on establishing the plan by creating an organization within NATO to suggest ways of commitment, similar to the CARD of EU. This way, each nations can not only acknowledge shift their plans yearly according to the shifts in the world politics and economy, but it can also make use of that financial investment in a more efficient way with the help of NATO. By requiring these plans to be submitted to the North Atlantic Council, NATO can ensure that defense increases are not backloaded to future administrations but are instead addressed through credible, incremental steps. The organization under NATO that was mentioned earlier can also set lists and guidelines for what counts as spending related to “resilience and security.” This way, it is possible for NATO to prevent creative accounting and ensure that all the funds are being used in line of the collective defense of NATO.
	Another way is to strengthen the Consensus Minus One rule to prevent individual nations from blocking the release of reports that highlight their own military deficiencies. If a member attempts to veto or water down reports to hide its failures to work towards a set goal of NATO, consensus minus one would allow NATO to publish transparent findings. Public, accurate reporting will be ensured through the principle as it allows allies and external observers to see the real state of European defense. However, this method also has risks. Using this method too often or without delicate usage methods set, it could erode trust and cooperation by alienating members. It could also cause political backlash if a member state decides to act unfavorably to the benefit of NATO as a whole because they felt humiliated due to the consensus minus one policy. It might also violate a nation’s sovereignty. Therefore, it is important to carefully implement consensus minus one rule, and its initiatives should always align with the goal of ensuring transparency and credibility.
	NATO can also reward or give disadvantage member states based on their effort or progress towards the investment targets. Since NATO cannot implement legal policies that force member states to work towards the common goal, it can create motivations by giving advantages and disadvantages according to each state’s effort towards meeting the goals. While NATO does not have a standing army, it manages the NATO Security Investment Program (NSIP), which funds the construction of airbases, radar stations, and fuel pipelines. By prioritizing these high-value infrastructure projects in nations that fulfill their NDPP promises, the alliance creates a tangible financial and strategic reward for being a high-performing ally. 
	In addition, NATO can establish goals that focus on the “output” rather than the “input” of the investments on military and defense spending. Money spent does not always equal power and defense strategy produced; a nation could spend 5% of its GDP on other initiatives that is focused more on its own benefit rather than military spending that will later help the NATO defense of Europe. Through the annual report or progress of each member states, NATO could create readiness scorecard that measures “output” metrics, such as the number of deployable brigades, the readiness of fighter wings, and the development in military technologies. However, these reports should determine the importance of qualitative developments such as cyber defense measures and technology developments with caution when changing it to a quantitative value that can be compared between member states.
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