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The new Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR),
Alexus G. Grynkewic, said in July 2025 that NATO
should prepare for the threat of two simultaneous
wars in Europe and the Pacific within two years (2027),
instigated and potentially coordinated by Russia and
the People’s Republic of China. This devastating and
near-future scenario should drive Allied Defence
policymaking with a single goal in mind, namely
deterring such an outcome, and if deterrence fails,
defending Allied interests.

General Grynkewic also mentioned during his confirmation
hearing at the United States Senate Armed Services
Committee that he will “conduct a 90-day assessment to
evaluate” the priorities for the U.S. European Command
(USEUCOM). This ongoing assessment will be a key
element to determine the evolution of the USEUCOM
force posture in the European theatre during the coming
years.

Moreover, to avoid strategic overstretch in case of two
simultaneous wars, the United States has signalled their
priority, namely the Pacific first and Europe second. This
sobering reality only became really clear to European
leaders with Trump’s return to power and his blunt
messaging. Subsequently, the The Hague Summit

Declaration (June 2025) contained, on the one hand,
a reaffirmation of the core Alliance principles, such as
Article 5 of the Washington Treaty —“an attack on oneis an
attack on all”. An endorsement meant to signal enduring
unity amongst the Allies, despite political tensions.
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On the other hand, the Allies committed to increasing
their annual defence and security-related spending to 5%
of their GDP in ten years — the defence part comprises
3.5% and the other security-related part 1.5%. The
focus should be on the 3.5% (real defence expenditure)
as this will make sure that European Allies can defend
themselves in a conventional war with Russia and thus
alleviate concerns regarding US strategic overstretch — the
so-called ‘burden shifting’.

Therefore, the combination of the fact that the threat of
two simultaneous wars drives US planning and that the
United States has already de-prioritised Europe provides a
challenging context for European NATO Allies. The Belgian
De Wever government attempted to formulate an answer
to the challenge and released on 18 July 2025 a new
Strategic Vision for the Belgian Defence. The aim of the
policy brief is not to provide a comprehensive summary
of the document but to discuss some of the merits and
risks of the 2025 Strategic Vision.

THE 2025 STRATEGIC VISION

While the previous 2016 Strategic Vision and 2022 STAR-
plan reversed the post-Cold War erosion of the armed
forces and mostly modernised the legacy capabilities, the
2025 Strategic Vision puts the Belgian Defence back on a
growth trajectory — but will it be sufficient?

Based on the analysis of the threats (pp. 8-20),
adherence to Belgium’s international commitments
(pp. 21-30), and the tasks assigned to Defence (pp. 31-
32), the Strategic Vision states three strategic goals (pp.
33-35): (1) being able to face a high-intensity conflict;
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(2) ensuring the protection of the national territory
and population; and (3) anticipating new forms of
conflict. The four priority areas to bolster the Belgian
Defence that follow from the three strategic goals are
(pp. 35-47): (1) maximising the operational output; (2)
expanding the number of personnel; (3) accelerating
the capability development; and (4) establishing an
accelerated budgetary trajectory.

Nine necessary preconditions are identified (pp. 47-61),
namely (1) developing and implementing a strategic
framework; (2) a solid technological and industrial
defence base; (3) developing a communication strategy;
(4) implementing the National Defence, Enablement,
and Resilience Plans; (5) modernising the functioning
of Defence; (6) updating the legal framework; (7) the
evolution of Defence’s infrastructure; (8) sustainable
development; and (9) values and ethics. All of this provides
the foundation for the future capability development that
contains the doctrine, organisation, training & education,
materials, leadership, human resources, facilities, and
interoperability (pp. 61-62).

THE MERITS OF THE 2025 STRATEGIC VISION

In his preface, the Minister of Defence Theo Francken
describes a clear sense of urgency by arguing that “The
threat of war is greater today than at any time during
the Cold War. Nevertheless, our country’s current level
of preparedness is inadequate in all areas.” Subsequently,
he argues that the Belgian Defence needs to “undergo a
profound transformation” (p. 4). Moreover, in the analysis
of the security challenges, the document declares that
“we are no longer really at peace, even though we are
not at war” (p. 8). The urgency is also identified regarding
capability procurement as “The reality of investment
cycles in the field of defence [...] forces us to waste no
more time, especially since the increasing demand for
military equipment inevitably lengthens delivery times”
(p. 20). In other words, the sense of urgency is well
understood by the drafters of the document. However, the
key question is whether this urgency is also understood
by all the coalition members.
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Additionally, the 2025 Strategic Vision contains a clear
sense of geostrategic focus to orient the armed forces
towards by declaring that “The protection of Europe’s
eastern flank is the top strategic priority for our armed
forces.” Maintaining stability in the southern flank
— predominantly in Africa and also in the Middle East —
was traditionally important (and remains a mid to long
term issue) for Belgium. Nonetheless, the Strategic Vision
argues that “Even though Africa remains a focus area for
Defence, for the reasons mentioned above it is essential
that we concentrate our operational capabilities on the
eastern flank of Europe and do not spread our resources
unnecessarily” (p. 3). The vulnerability of Belgium as a
host country of international institutions, the high density
of critical infrastructure, and its function as a logistical
hub are also identified (p. 8).

The 2025 Strategic Vision does not only further modernise
the already existing legacy capabilities but expands —such
as extra fighter jets, a third frigate, and armoured vehicles

— and adds new capabilities such as integrated air and
missile defence, light transport aircraft, heavier transport
helicopters, a logistical support ship, unmanned systems, a
Multiple Launch Rocket System (MLRS) battery, territorial
reserve forces, etc. Additionally, the number of personnel
should increase from 31,000 in 2025 (26,200 active
military personnel, 2,500 reservists, and 2,300 civilians)
to 55,800 in 2034 (34,500 active military personnel,
12,800 reservists, and 8,500 civilians). Important to note,
however, is that the time reservists serve varies from a
couple of days a year to full-time employment.

Furthermore, the proliferation of unmanned systems to all
branches of the Belgian Defence is emphasised (e.g., the
word ‘drone’ is mentioned 81 times), and the importance
of manned-unmanned teaming is stressed. With regards
to the bigger, so-called class Il strategic drones, a third
MQ-9B Medium Altitude Long Endurance (MALE) system
will be acquired. The plans regarding the tactical class
Il and class | drones contain, for instance, the addition
of an artillery battery of “kamikaze drones” or loitering
munitions, a squadron of armed tactical drones, the third
battalion of the light brigade will specialise in combat
drones, class Il maritime surveillance and intelligence




EGMONT POLICY BRIEF 386 | FIT FOR THE FUTURE? A REVIEW OF THE BELGIAN DEFENCE’S 2025 STRATEGIC VISION

drones for the frigates, and additional Mine Counter
Measure (MCM) drones. An investment in logistical
drones will be made “once these technologies are mature”
(p. C-24). Lastly, there will also be investments in active
and passive measures to counter unmanned systems.

NATO’S CAPABILITY TARGETS FOR BELGIUM

The document contains multiple references to NATO'’s
capability requirements, which result in semi-transparency
regarding Belgium’s NATO capability targets. Examples are
a second brigade, a medium/heavy transport helicopter
capability, additional fighter jets, integrated air and
missile defence, a logistical support ship, a naval mine
warfare capability, an expeditionary harbour protection
module, etc. While complete transparency may cause
national and Allied security risks, this semi-transparency
assures that the population can hold the government
accountable on whether the ruling coalition is fulfilling
its Allied commitments and responsibilities.

In a couple of cases, the document mentions the
reasoning of why a certain capability needs to increase
or is added, such as in the case of integrated air and
missile defence. Moreover, the government also
acknowledges the insufficiency of some of the acquired
numbers. For example, regarding the fighter jet capability,
the government admits that it only “partially fulfils” its
NATO obligations by buying 11 additional F-35As next
to the first batch of 34 aircraft (p. C-27). Belgium has,
however, agreed to a capability target of 55 available
fighter jets, thus at least 21 or ideally more to create a
reserve capacity. The development of surface-based air
& missile defence will also “need to continue” after the
timeframe of the Strategic Vision (2035) to “fully meet
the Alliance’s requirements” (p. C-30). Signalling that the
planned numbers of 10 short/medium range and 3 long
range firing units are thus insufficient.

Nonetheless, in some instances, the change of major
capability targets is not adequately explained. For
instance, it is known that in the previous NATO capability
targets, Belgium was asked by the Allies to establish an
additional medium brigade next to the existing one.
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However, the 2025 Strategic Vision mentions the creation
of a second light brigade. The structure of this brigade will
be determined “no later than 2028” and should contain
two infantry battalions and a combat drone battalion.
The future brigade will also inherit the Oshkosh Joint
Light Tactical Vehicles (JLTV), known in Belgium as the
Falcon Command and Liaison Vehicles (CLV) (p. C-19). The
reasoning behind the change from medium to light has
not been articulated. Was this a military-strategic or cost-
driven change?

THE RISKS OF THE 2025 STRATEGIC VISION

While the document contains a clear sense of urgency,
there is still a looming timing risk. The Strategic Vision
states that “it is important to stay pragmatic” because
“the scale of the needs is so great that the backlog that
has accumulated over the years cannot be cleared in
two government terms” (p. 33). In other words, the
message to Allies and the population is to temper their
expectations. Instead of being ready in a couple of years,
the transformation of the armed forces will only be
completed after 2035.

The risk of path dependency concerning capabilities also
exists as the military capabilities mentioned in the 2025
Strategic Vision predominantly build upon the decisions
from the 2016 Strategic Vision and the 2022 STAR-plan.
While this seems logical given the investment cycles, the
geostrategic context has significantly deteriorated and
warrants a more radical break with the past. Subsequently,
the choice of new capabilities and the articulated
geostrategic direction should be more aligned with each
other. A similar remark can be made concerning the force
structure.

Finally, the risk of budgetary stagnation is also worrying.
While the government claims that its budgetary plan
“preserves the flexibility” to adjust, if necessary, the
current goal is to stagnate the Defence budget at 2% of
the GDP until 2033 and to reach 2.5% in 2034. In contrast,
the Allies committed in The Hague to “submit annual
plans showing a credible, incremental path to reach this
goal” of 3.5% GDP in 2035. The document states that,
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concerning defence efforts, Belgium was “lagging behind”
other NATO Allies (p. 20). Nonetheless, the decision to
keep the Defence budget at 2% of the GDP entails the
risk that Belgium continues to lag.

CONCLUSION: A POLITICAL GAMBLE

While many of Belgium’s Allies — predominantly in
Eastern and Northern Europe — are rapidly enhancing
and expanding their armed forces to deter a large-scale,
high-intensity war with Russia in the near term, Belgium
is still recovering from the three-decade-long erosion of
its armed forces. Logically, Belgian forces need to first
reconstitute and, second, absorb the newly acquired
capabilities before expanding. Nonetheless, given
the worsening security landscape, more drastic and
innovative measures are needed to rapidly strengthen
the armed forces.

While the 2025 Strategic Vision has many merits, the
above-mentioned risks should be addressed, namely (1)
the set timing assumes that Belgium has another decade
to build up its armed forces; (2) the majority of the type
of new capabilities and force structure were decided in
another geostrategic context (10 years ago) and may
not be up to the task of facing high-intensity warfare.
Subsequently, the necessary adjustment should be made
as soon as possible; and (3) the budgetary stagnation will
result in the risk that Belgium continues to lag behind
the defence efforts of most Allies. This could result in
the inability to meet the NATO capability targets on
time and thus undermine Allied solidarity. Consequently,
future evaluations of the 2025 Strategic Vision may call
into question the sufficiency of the efforts in light of the
current and emerging international security threats.
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