
August 2025

Forward Defence in the Cold War

| Felix Gasper | Lukas Mugele | 

 

Analysis 



Forward Defence in the Cold War

China-Russia “Alliance”

I

Title: Forward Defence in the Cold War

Authors: Gasper, Felix; Mugele, Lukas

Publication date: August 2025
Category: Analysis

Cover page photo: East German border guards peer over the Berlin Wall with binoculars and 

a camera between Brandenburg Gate and Potsdamer Platz in the Tiergarten District of Berlin, 

14 April 1976. AP/Scanpix

Keywords: NATO, European defence, Cold War, forward defence

Disclaimer: The views and opinions contained in this analysis are those of its authors only and 

do not necessarily represent the positions of the International Centre for Defence and Security 
or any other organisation.

ISSN 2228-2076

© International Centre for Defence and Security 
63/4 Narva Rd., 10120 Tallinn, Estonia 
info@icds.ee, www.icds.ee



Forward Defence in the Cold War

China-Russia “Alliance”

II

Contents

List of Figures and Tables  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . II

List of Abbreviations  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . II

About the Authors  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . III

Introduction  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

1. The Division of Germany and the Birth of NATO  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

2. Resources . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
 2.1. Budgets  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
 2.2. Personnel  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3

 2.3. Equipment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5
 2.4. Physical Barriers  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6

3. Conventional Defence Plans  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7

 3.1. Rehearsing Defence: NATO Exercises  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9

4. The Nuclear Dimension  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9

Conclusion  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11

List of Figures and Tables

Figure 1: Defence expenditure as a percentage of GDP of selected NATO Allies, 1949-90. 
Figure 2. Defence expenditure as a percentage of GDP of selected NATO Allies in 1962, 1989, and 

2024.
Figure 3. Active military personnel of NATO and the WP, thousands, 1949-90. 
Figure 4. Active military personnel of selected NATO Allies responsible for the defence of West 

Germany, thousands, 1949-89. 
Figure 5. Active military personnel of selected NATO Allies in 1962, 1990, and 2024, thousands. 
Figure 6. Active military personnel of NATO Europe and Canada, NATO, Russia and Belarus in 2014 

and 2024, thousands. 
Figure 7. Allied corps on the inner-German border during the Cold War – the so-called ‘Schichttorte’ 

(layer cake). 

Figure 8. Evolution of Forward Defence in West Germany.
Figure 9. Total number of nuclear warheads possessed by France, the UK, the US, and the Soviet 

Union.

Table 1. Military equipment of NATO in western Europe and the WP in eastern Europe in 1959, 
thousands.

Table 2. Military equipment of NATO and the WP in Europe in 1987, thousands.
Table 3. NATO formations in West Germany in the mid-80s. 

List of Abbreviations

BIG Federal Border Guard (Bundesgrenzschutz)

CENTAG Central Army Group

FRG Federal Republic of Germany

GDP Gross Domestic Product
GDR German Democratic Republic
LANDJUT Allied Land Forces Schleswig-Holstein and Jutland
NORTHAG Northern Army Group

REFORGER Return of Forces to Germany

SALT Strategic Arms Limitation Talks
WP Warsaw Pact



Forward Defence in the Cold War

China-Russia “Alliance”

III

About the Authors

Felix Gasper 
Felix Gasper has been a junior research fellow in the defence policy and strategy programme at 

the ICDS since October 2024. His research focuses on NATO, EU, and regional defence policy and 
strategy, defence spending, and NATO and EU enlargement. He holds a master’s degree from 
the Catholic University of Eichstätt-Ingolstadt and graduated from Sciences Po (Institut d’études 
politiques) Rennes, both under the German-French integrated study programme on political 
science.

Lukas Mugele 
Lukas Mugele is studying the master’s programme “War and Conflict Studies” at the University of 
Potsdam and was an intern at the ICDS in February and March 2024. He has a bachelor’s degree 
in history and philosophy from the University of Freiburg. His special interests are defence policy, 
Baltic Sea security, and NATO.



1Forward Defence in the Cold War

China-Russia “Alliance”

“A wall is a hell of a lot better than a war.”
           John F. Kennedy, US president, August 19611

Introduction

Following Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea 
and military interference in eastern Ukraine, 

NATO enhanced its deterrence and defence 

posture, most visibly on the eastern flank 
with the deployment to the three Baltic states 
and Poland of multinational, battalion-sized 
battlegroups (enhanced Forward Presence). 
The Alliance further enhanced this posture 

after Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 
2022. It also stepped up its rhetoric, promising 
to “continue to protect our populations and 
defend every inch of Allied territory at all 

times.”2 The term ‘forward defence’, although 
not formally used by NATO itself, has since 

become common among analysts and political 
leaders, in particular in NATO’s eastern 
states, to describe NATO’s new posture or, 
at least, their aspirations for it.3 Echoing the 

well-established use of the term during the 
Cold War, forward defence broadly refers to 

building a sufficiently robust military presence 
to ensure deterrence by denial, rather than 

relying on reinforcement and deterrence by 

punishment.

1 Amy Freeman, Tim McDonnell, “Kennedy and the 
Berlin Wall: A Hell of a Lot Better Than a War,” Wilson 
Center, 1 October 2009.

2 NATO, “Madrid Summit Declaration. Issued by NATO 
Heads of State and Government participating in the 
meeting of the North Atlantic Council in Madrid 29 
June 2022,” press release (2022) 095, 29 June 2022, 9.

3 For example: Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Estonia), 
“Prime Minister Kallas: we made historic decisions 
in Madrid today on strengthening NATO’s Eastern 
Flank,” 29 June 2022; “Joint Communiqué of the 
Baltic Defence Cooperation Ministerial Committee,” 
23 January 2025; “Lithuanian president calls for 
speeding up deal on NATO defence plans,” LRT, 3 
May 2023; Marta Kepe, “From Forward Presence to 
Forward Defense: NATO’s Defense of the Baltics,” 
RAND Corporation, 14 February 2024; Aylin Matlé, 
“From ‘Forward Presence’ to “Forward Defense’. 
Germany Must Strengthen NATO’s Northeastern Flank 
in Lithuania,” German Council on Foreign Relations, 26 
June 2023; Jakob Gustafsson and Eva Hagström Frisell, 
“A New Generation of Forward Defence: NATO in the 
Baltic states,” Swedish Defence Research Agency, June 
2025.

This analysis examines what forward defence 

meant during the Cold War when NATO’s 
deterrence and defence posture was centred 

around the inner German border. It looks 

at the resources devoted by Allies to the 

defence of Germany and outlines NATO’s high-
level strategies for conventional and nuclear 
defence.

1. The Division of 
Germany and the 
Birth of NATO

On 8 May 1945, Nazi-Germany surrendered to 
the allies – France, the Soviet Union, the UK, 
and the US – marking the end of the Second 
World War and the start of a new era. Germany 

and Austria were each divided into four 

occupation zones. While France, the UK, and 
the US worked together in matters regarding 
their respective zones, the Soviet Union was 
already turning away from cooperation with 
its wartime allies and took a different path. In 
1949, Germany was divided into the Federal 

Republic of Germany (FRG, West Germany) 

and the German Democratic Republic (GDR, 
East Germany), two states with very different 
political, social, and economic situations. East 
Germany became a satellite state of the Soviet 

Union, while West Germany partially regained 
its sovereignty, losing its occupied status under 

the 1955 Treaty of Paris. A few days later, West 
Germany joined NATO, and East Germany 

became a member of the Warsaw Pact (WP).4

Western states had pursued plans to protect 

each other in the event of an attack by the 
Soviet Union since the end of the Second 

World War, but it was not until 1949 that 
NATO was founded. NATO initially comprised 
12 members – Belgium, Canada, Denmark, 
France, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg, the 

Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, the UK, and 

the US – which signed the North Atlantic 
Treaty in Washington, DC, on 4 April.5 The 

Alliance grew with the accession of Greece 

and Türkiye in 1952, and West Germany in 
May 1955. Germany thus joined NATO without 

4 Falk Ostermann, Die NATO. Institution, Politiken und 
Probleme kollektiver Verteidigung und Sicherheit 
von 1949 bis heute [NATO. Institution, policies and 
problems of collective defence and security from 1949 
to the present day] (UKV Verlag, 2020), 98–99.

5 NATO, “The North Atlantic Treaty,” 4 April 1949. 

https://www.wilsoncenter.org/event/kennedy-and-the-berlin-wall-hell-lot-better-war
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/event/kennedy-and-the-berlin-wall-hell-lot-better-war
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_196951.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_196951.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_196951.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_196951.htm
https://vm.ee/en/news/prime-minister-kallas-we-made-historic-decisions-madrid-today-strengthening-natos-eastern-flank
https://vm.ee/en/news/prime-minister-kallas-we-made-historic-decisions-madrid-today-strengthening-natos-eastern-flank
https://vm.ee/en/news/prime-minister-kallas-we-made-historic-decisions-madrid-today-strengthening-natos-eastern-flank
https://kaitseministeerium.ee/sites/default/files/20252301_3b_joint_communique.pdf
https://kaitseministeerium.ee/sites/default/files/20252301_3b_joint_communique.pdf
https://www.lrt.lt/en/news-in-english/19/1976468/lithuanian-president-calls-for-speeding-up-deal-on-nato-defence-plans?srsltid=AfmBOoq8kH_uQ-l06F7Kky3jxIAui8Mi_5L3pOEE1uPbN1ZL1AdH2auT
https://www.lrt.lt/en/news-in-english/19/1976468/lithuanian-president-calls-for-speeding-up-deal-on-nato-defence-plans?srsltid=AfmBOoq8kH_uQ-l06F7Kky3jxIAui8Mi_5L3pOEE1uPbN1ZL1AdH2auT
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2024/02/from-forward-presence-to-forward-defense-natos-defense.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2024/02/from-forward-presence-to-forward-defense-natos-defense.html
https://dgap.org/en/research/publications/forward-presence-forward-defense
https://dgap.org/en/research/publications/forward-presence-forward-defense
https://dgap.org/en/research/publications/forward-presence-forward-defense
https://www.foi.se/en/foi/reports/report-summary.html?reportNo=FOI-R--5765--SE
https://www.foi.se/en/foi/reports/report-summary.html?reportNo=FOI-R--5765--SE
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_17120.htm
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own armed forces, as the Bundeswehr was 

founded in November 1955 only.6 By the end 

of the Cold War, one other country, Spain, 

had also joined (in 1982).7 The WP counted 

eight members upon its foundation on 14 
May 1955 – Albania, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, 

the German Democratic Republic, Hungary, 
Poland, Romania, and the Soviet Union. 
Albania withdrew in 1968, and the pact was 

dissolved in 1991.

At the beginning of the Cold War, the 

core rationale for NATO was, as today, the 
defence of Alliance territory.8 The enormous 

importance of this task soon became clear 

6 Bundesministerium der Verteidigung, “Geschichte” 
[History], 2025.

7 NATO, “NATO member countries,” 11 March 2024.
8 NATO, “NATO’s purpose,” 29 May 2024.

when, in 1949, the Soviet Union blockaded 
Berlin and later began to fortify the inner 
German border (from 1952) and construct the 

Berlin Wall (from 1961). The Allies recognised 

that their effective defence would require a 
‘forward strategy’ in which western Europe 
would be defended on German soil. This 

would, in turn, require the FRG’s military and 
political participation.9 This recognition paved 
the way for the accession of West Germany, 

which substantially changed NATO’s 
geopolitical situation: it now shared a 
much longer border with the WP, and 

the defence of West Germany and 

West Berlin became the Allies’ focus. 
NATO’s strategy for the defence of 
Europe in the 1950s and 1960s, often 
known as ‘forward defence’, would 
henceforth involve the deployment 

of substantial forces, under centralised 
command, close to the likely battlefields.10 The 

remainder of this analysis examines some of 

the practicalities of implementing this strategy.

9 Lord Ismay, NATO: The First Five Years 1949-1954 
(NATO, 1954, First edition), 33.

10 NATO, “Forward Defence. A NATO Archives seminar on 
NATO’s Early Military Planning for Central Europe,” 9 
December 2013.

11 SIPRI, “SIPRI Military Expenditure Database,” 2024.

NATO’s strategy for the defence of Europe 

in the 1950s and 1960s, often known as 
‘forward defence’, involved the deployment 
of substantial forces, under centralised 
command, close to the likely battlefields

1949  1951  1953  1955  1957  1959  1961  1963  1965  1967  1969  1971  1973  1975  1977  1979  1981  1983  1985  1987  1989    

14

12

10

8

6

4

2

0

Figure 1. Defence expenditure as a percentage of GDP of selected NATO Allies, 1949-90. Source: SIPRI.11

http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_52044.htm
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_68144.htm
https://archives.nato.int/uploads/r/null/2/1/216977/NATO-The_first_5_years_1949-1954__by_Lord_Ismay_.pdf
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_109043.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_109043.htm
https://www.bmvg.de/de/themen/verteidigung/bundeswehr-parlamentsarmee/geschichte#:~:text=Der%2012.,auf%20die%20Landes%2D%20und%20B�ndnisverteidigung.
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2. Resources

2.1 Budgets

Responsibility for the defence of the FRG was 

divided between Belgium, Canada, Denmark, 

France, the Netherlands, the UK, the US, and 

the FRG itself.14 Figure 1 shows the defence 

expenditure as a percent-age of GDP of these 
states during the Cold War period. The US 

12 SIPRI, “SIPRI Military Expenditure Database,” 2024; 
NATO, “Defence Expenditure of NATO Countries 
(2014-2024),” 17 June 2024, 9.

13 Correlates of War, “National Material Capabilities, 
NMC v4 Data”. 

14 France withdrew from NATO’s integrated military 
structure in 1966 and did not rejoin it after the end 
of the Cold War (2009). This left a gap in the defence 
of West Germany that had to be filled by other Allies. 
The difficulties of deploying additional soldiers forced 
the Allies to place greater reliance on reinforcement 
from oversea in times of crisis to provide the required 
forces. “Kalter Krieg – Strategische Parameter 
[Cold War - Strategic parameters],” Politik und 
Zeitgeschichte, 22 October 2018. 

spent the most (both in real terms and as a 

percentage of GDP), with only the UK coming 

close in the 1970s. After a sharp increase in 
expenditure by almost every Ally after the end 
of the Second World War, partly because of 

the need to guarantee their own security, 

defence spending declined and stabilised in 

the 1950s as the GDP of many countries 
increased rapidly. Most Allies spent between 

2% and 3% from 1970 onwards. The UK and US 
remained high spenders at around 4% and    
6% of GDP, respectively, until the end of the 
Cold War.

Figure 2 compares the defence expenditures 
as a percentage of GDP of the same Allies in 

1962, the year of the Cuban missile crisis; 
1989, usually regarded as the last year of the 
Cold War; and 2024. The decline in defence 
spending after the end of the Cold War is once 
again evident. Only Denmark was spending 

more in 2024 than it did in 1989.

Belgium Canada Denmark France (West-)
Germany

Netherlands United 
Kingdom

United States

10

9

8

7

6

5

4

3

2

1

0

1962 1989 2024

Figure 2. Defence expenditure as a percentage of GDP of selected NATO Allies in 1962, 1989, and 2024. 
Sources: SIPRI, NATO.12

1949  1951  1953  1955  1957  1959  1961  1963  1965  1967  1969  1971  1973  1975  1977  1979  1981  1983  1985  1987  1989    
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Figure 3. Active military personnel of NATO and the WP, thousands, 1949-90. Greece and Türkiye joined NATO in 
1952, West Germany in 1955, and Spain in 1982. Albania left the WP in 1968. Source: Correlates of War.13

https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2024/6/pdf/240617-def-exp-2024-en.pdf
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2024/6/pdf/240617-def-exp-2024-en.pdf
http://www.correlatesofwar.org/data-sets/national-material-capabilities/
http://www.correlatesofwar.org/data-sets/national-material-capabilities/
http://www.crp-infotec.de/kriege-kalter-krieg-strategie/
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2.2. Personnel

Figure 3 provides an overview of the human 

resource dimension of the Cold War by 

comparing the number of active military 
personnel in NATO and WP member states. 

Before 1957, and briefly in the 1970s, the WP 
had more soldiers than NATO. Both sets of 

figures are heavily influenced by the military 
strength of the US and the Soviet Union, 

which both increased their armed forces at 

the beginning of the 1950s and reduced them 
again towards the end of the decade.

Figure 4 illustrates the total active military 
personnel of the Allies involved in the defence 

of the territory of West Germany. Once again, 

the figure is dominated by the US, which was 
the guarantor for the security of all European 

NATO member states. In some years in the 

1950s and 1960s, the US accounted for more 
than 50% of NATO’s total forces and never less 
than 37% during the entire Cold War period. 
West Germany, which was only allowed to 

maintain military forces from 1955,15was 

15 Correlates of War, “National Material Capabilities, 
NMC v4 Data”.

initially very dependent on NATO Allies for its 
defence. Some Allies that contributed to its 

defence had, themselves, only limited human 

resources: Denmark, for example, never had 

more than 50 000 soldiers during the Cold 
War. After the foundation of the Bundeswehr, 

the number of German military personnel 

grew rapidly to become one of the largest 

armed forces in the Alliance. The steady 

increase onwards of the French armed forces 

in the 1950s and sudden decline from 1960 
can be explained by the war of independence 

in Algeria.16

Figure 5 compares the military personnel 
numbers of these Allies in 1962, 1989, and 
2024. Since the end of the Cold War, personnel 
numbers have decreased significantly for all 
Allies, especially for the Armed Forces of the 

Netherlands (-60%), the FRG (-63%), France 
(-63%), and Belgium (-81%). Only Canada 
retains personnel numbers similar to those 

of the end of the Cold War (-12%). Part of the 
explanation may be that most Allies abolished 

16 “La décolonisation française : un tournant historique 
[French decolonisation: a historic turning point],” 
Armée de l’Histoire, 23 May 2024.

1949  1951  1953  1955  1957  1959  1961  1963  1965  1967  1969  1971  1973  1975  1977  1979  1981  1983  1985  1987  1989    
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Figure 4. Active military personnel of selected NATO Allies responsible for the defence of West Germany, 
thousands, 1949-89. West Germany re-established its Armed forces in 1955. Source: Correlates of War.15

http://www.correlatesofwar.org/data-sets/national-material-capabilities/
http://www.correlatesofwar.org/data-sets/national-material-capabilities/
https://armeehistoire.fr/la-decolonisation-francaise-un-tournant-historique/#:~:text=La%20d�colonisation%20fran�aise%20fait%20r�f�rence%20au%20processus%20par,Afrique%20et%20en%20Asie%2C%20durant%20le%20XXe%20si�cle.
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or suspended compulsory military service 

after the end of the Cold War: Belgium in 
1995, France and the Netherlands in 1997, 
and Germany in 2011.17 Only Denmark still 
has a military conscription today. Canada, the 
UK, and the US had abandoned conscription 
already before the end of the Cold War.

NATO today, of course, has many more 

member states than it did in the Cold War. 

Figure 6 compares NATO’s active manpower in 
2014 and 2024 with that of Russia and Belarus. 

17 BEL: Helen Lyons, “Belgium considers voluntary 
military service initiative,” The Bulletin, 25 February 
2025. FRA: Gouvernement français, “Loi no 97-1019 
du 28 octobre 1997 portant réforme du service 
national [Law no. 97-1019 of 28 October 1997 
reforming national service],” Légifrance. 7 March 
2025; NLD: Rijksoverheid, “Krijgsmacht. Vraag en 
Antwoord [Armed forces: Questions and Answers]”; 
FRG: Deutscher Bundestag, “Aussetzung der 
allgemeinen Wehrpflicht beschlossen [Suspension of 
compulsory military service decided],” 24 March 2011. 

While the number for both sides has increased 

over the last decade, NATO’s numerical 
superiority today, compared to the Cold War 

years (Figure 3), is evident. The figure once 
again illustrates the decisive influence the US 
has on NATO’s overall strength, accounting for 
41.5% of the total in 2014 and 38% in 2024.

2.3. Equipment

There are few readily available sources 

providing an overview of military equipment 

18 Correlates of War, “National Material Capabilities, 
NMC v4 Data”.

19 NATO, “Defence Expenditure of NATO Countries 
(2014-2024),” 17 June 2024, 13.

20 NATO, “Defence Expenditure”.
21 The Military Balance 2014 and The Military Balance 

2024, The International Institute for Strategic Studies, 
173, 180 (2014), 182, 190 (2024).
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Figure 5. Active military personnel of selected NATO Allies in 1962, 1990, and 2024, thousands. Source: for 

1962 and 1990: Correlates of War;19 for 2024: NATO (estimates).18

Figure 6. Active military personnel of NATO Europe and Canada, NATO, Russia and Belarus in 2014 and 
2024, thousands. Data for 2024 are estimates. 

Source: for NATO: NATO;21  for Russia and Belarus: The Military Balance.19
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forward deployed in West Germany during the 

Cold War. At the beginning of the 1950s, NATO 
maintained 14 combat divisions in western 

Europe, considerably fewer than the 25 
(generally, larger) Soviet divisions on the 

territory of the GDR, and far short of NATO’s 
then target of 90 divisions. At the 
same time, NATO deployed around            
1 000 aircraft compared to 6 000 Soviet 
aircraft. Even in 1959, NATO had far 
less equipment in western Europe 
than the WP, as Table 1 illustrates.22

Equipment 1959 NATO WP

Soldiers 644 1 530

Tanks 2.3 23

Aircraft 1.8 4

Table 1. Military equipment of NATO in western 
Europe and the WP in eastern Europe in 1959, 

thousands. Sources: Kugler; Ostermann.23

This pattern continued throughout the Cold 
War. In 1974, NATO maintained 27 divisions, 
the WP at least 43.24 Numbers of military 

personnel deployed to West Germany varied 

depending on the threat situation and were 
significantly higher in critical situations. 
Table 2, for example, compares soldiers and 
equipment stationed in Europe in 1987. 

Equipment 1987 NATO WP

Soldiers 2 800 4 000

Main battle tanks 17.9 32.2

Field artillery and 
mortars

14.4 27

Attack helicopters 0.7 2.3

Transport 
helicopters

2.7 1.1

Table 2. Military equipment of NATO and the WP 
in Europe in 1987, thousands. Source: NATO.25

From the beginning of the Cold War until the 
1970s, NATO’s numerical inferiority was partly 
compensated for by the technical superiority 

22 Falk Ostermann, Die NATO, 94.
23 Richard L. Kugler, Laying in the Foundations. The 

Evolution of NATO in the 1950s (Rand, 1990), 102; Falk 
Ostermann, Die NATO, 94.

24 Falk Ostermann, Die NATO, 94.
25 NATO, “Force comparison 1987. NATO and the 

Warsaw Pact,” 1987, 14.

and higher quality of its equipment. Towards 
the end of the Cold War, however, the quality 
of WP equipment increasingly approached 
western standards. As a consequence, in 1987, 
NATO concluded that the WP had caught up in 

terms of quality and standards.26

2.4. Physical Barriers

Despite NATO’s fear of a large-scale WP strike, 
there was little physical protection on the 
western side of the inner-German border 
during the Cold War period – at least during 
peacetime. In case of an attack, NATO planned 
to employ so-called ‘prepared barriers’ (mostly 
mines and explosives laid at strategically 

important locations such as bridges) to 
prevent enemy forces from advancing.27 This 

lack of physical barriers in peacetime was seen 
to be a weakness.28 In the FRG, the Federal 

Border Guard (BSG, Bundesgrenzschutz) was 

responsible for border security. In times of 
crisis, the BSG was on alert to defend the 

territory directly at the border.29 

On the eastern side, the Berlin Wall and the 

inner-German border formed a restricted 
zone, from several hundred metres to 

several kilometres wide, requiring official 
permission to enter. Border infrastructure 

variously included walls, barbed-wire fencing, 
signal cords that sent messages to nearby 

watchtowers if touched, illuminated patrol 

roads and pathways, raked control strips 

where footprints could easily be spotted, 
vehicle barriers, automatic firing systems and 
mines.30 These fortifications were officially 
declared to be an “anti-fascist protective wall” 

26 NATO, “Force comparison,” 12, 15.
27 Michael Grube, “Vorbereitete Sperren auf 

Deutschlands Straßen [Prepared closures on 
Germany’s roads],” Geschichtsspuren, 15 July 2004. 

28 Roger L. L. Facer, Conventional Forces and the NATO 
Strategy of Flexible Response. Issues and Approaches 
(Rand, 1985), 27.

29 Wolfgang Christmann, “Wolfgang Christmann. 
Kuba-Krise an der innerdeutschen Grenze [Wolfgang 
Christmann. Cuba crisis on the inner-German border],” 
Zeitzeugenportal. 

30 “Aufbau der Grenzanlagen [Construction of the border 
fortifications],” Land Berlin.

Towards the end of the Cold War, the quality 
of WP equipment increasingly approached 
western standards

https://www.rand.org/pubs/notes/N3105.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/notes/N3105.html
https://archives.nato.int/force-comparison-1987-nato-and-warsaw-pact
https://archives.nato.int/force-comparison-1987-nato-and-warsaw-pact
https://www.geschichtsspuren.de/artikel/verkehrsgeschichte/135-Sperren-wallmeister.html
https://www.geschichtsspuren.de/artikel/verkehrsgeschichte/135-Sperren-wallmeister.html
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/reports/2009/R3209.pdf
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/reports/2009/R3209.pdf
http://www.zeitzeugen-portal.de/personen/zeitzeuge/wolfgang_christmann/videos/TcuUH8Vfn6E
http://www.zeitzeugen-portal.de/personen/zeitzeuge/wolfgang_christmann/videos/TcuUH8Vfn6E
http://www.berlin.de/mauer/geschichte/bau-der-mauer/aufbau-der-grenzanlagen/
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(antifaschistischer Schutzwall) to protect the 

GDR from its enemies.31 In reality, they were 

built to prevent the movement of people from 

east to west.

3. Conventional 
Defence Plans

Once West Germany joined the Alliance in 

1955, NATO’s Supreme Allied Commander 
Europe was responsible for the organisation 
of collective defence on its territory. NATO’s 
basic strategy for the forward defence of 

West Germany was to attempt to confront an 
attack by the Soviet Union or other members 
of the WP as far to the east as possible.32 

31 Harald Wiederschein, “Von Staat und Partei 
verordnet. Mythos 3: Die Berliner Mauer war ein 
„antifaschistischer Schutzwall“ [Prescribed by state 
and party. Myth 3: The Berlin Wall was an ‘anti-fascist 
protective wall’],” Focus, 27 April 2016.

32 Falk Ostermann, Die NATO, 92.

Each participating state – Belgium, Canada, 
Denmark, France, the Netherlands, the UK, 

the US, and the FRG itself – was responsible 
for providing corps-sized units to ensure the 
implementation of the General Defence Plan 
in a particular region. Figure 7 illustrates the 
division of labour amongst the Allies.

On the eastern flank, the corps were organised 
into two army groups, and the West German 

Danish LANDJUT corps, which was responsible 
for defence in the high north. The Northern 

Army Group (NORTHAG) comprised a Belgian, 
a Dutch, and a British corps. The Central Army 
Group (CENTAG) comprised two US and two 

German corps. The French, Canadian, and 

an additional US corps served as a reserve. 
When France left the NATO military structure 

33 Zentrum für Militärgeschichte und 
Sozialwissenschaften der Bundeswehr (ZMSBw). 
Figure 09251-02.

Figure 7. Allied corps on the inner-German border during the Cold War – the so-called 
‘Schichttorte’ (layer cake). 

Reproduced by kind permission of Zentrum für Militärgeschichte und Sozialwissenschaften der Bundeswehr.33
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in 1966, French troops remained in34West 

Germany and continued to be involved in 
its defence, but were now subject to French 
caveats, weakening the reserve forces.35

Over the years, the line of forward defence 
moved steadily eastwards, as illustrated in 
Figure 8. In 1957, the defence line followed 
the course of the Rhine River. Only three years 
later, it followed a line between Bremen, 

34 Zentrum für Militärgeschichte und 
Sozialwissenschaften der Bundeswehr (ZmSBw). 
Figure 09251-01.

35 Erwin Teichmann, “Die “Schichttorte” in der 
Vorneverteidigung des Kalten Krieges [The ‘layer cake’ 
in the pre-defence of the Cold War],” Bundeswehr, 21 
February 2023. 

Kassel, Regensburg, and Rosenheim and came 
very close to the territory of the GDR, moving 
still further east in the years that followed 
to reduce the zone between the defence 
line and the border with the GDR and with 
Czechoslovakia to a minimum. This reduction 
was intended to minimise the impact of a 
major conflict between NATO and the WP on 
West German territory.36  

36 Falk Ostermann, Die NATO, 92.
37 “Northern Army Group and Central Army Group,” 

Global Security, 2019; Erwin Teichmann, “Die 
“Schichttorte” in der Vorneverteidigung des Kalten 
Krieges.”
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Figure 8. Evolution of Forward Defence in West Germany. 
Reproduced by kind permission of Zentrum für Militärgeschichte und Sozialwissenschaften der 

Bundeswehr.34

Group Corps Soldiers Tanks Field artillery Other 

LANDJUT DK/FRG corps 60 000 no data no data no data

NORTHAG

1st corps NL
1st corps FRG
1st corps UK
1st corps BE

= 12 divisions

220 000 up to 
3 500 2 000 500 nuclear 

delivery assets

CENTAG

3rd corps FRG
5th corps US
7th corps US

2nd corps FRG
= 11 divisions

300 000 up to 
5 000 3 500

6 700 anti-tank 
weapons,

1 200 
helicopters,
900 combat 

aircraft

Table 3. NATO formations in West Germany in the mid-80s. Source: Global Security, Teichmann.37

Warsaw Pact                       NATO                                Neutral states                      Delay zone                    Defence line

Rhein-Ijssel-Line 1957 Alpha-Line 1960 Forward defence 1969

http://www.zms.bundeswehr.de/de/mediathek/aktuelle-karte-schichttorte-vorneverteidigung-kalter-krieg-5533640
http://www.zms.bundeswehr.de/de/mediathek/aktuelle-karte-schichttorte-vorneverteidigung-kalter-krieg-5533640
http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/int/nato-northag.htm
http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/int/nato-centag.htm
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Table 3 provides a snapshot of the (consid-
erable) size and equipment of LANDJUT, 
NORTHAG, and CENTAG during the mid-80s, 
a period of Cold War tension. CENTAG was 

slightly larger than NORTHAG. While many of 
the troops were permanently present, others 

like some of the Belgian and Dutch corps were 

stationed in home bases, ready to reinforce 
forward locations in case of an attack.38 

NATO thus developed a tight defensive 
network on the western side of the inner-
German border comprising land and air forces 

intended to slow the advances of WP units and 

allow time for other NATO troops to reinforce 
the area. This was Cold War forward defence 

in practice. Nevertheless, this approach was 
not without weaknesses. Firstly, there was 

disagreement between the NATO Allies about 

the duration of a conventional war in Europe 
to make the threat of a nuclear escalation 
credible. Secondly, there were concerns that 

reserves outside Germany, especially in the 

US and UK, could not be deployed in time in 
the event of an attack, and if they could, they 
would be unprepared (e.g., unused to wartime 
command structures and locations). Thirdly, it 
was not clear that air defence would be able to 

protect all important military areas.39

3.1. Rehearsing Defence: 
NATO Exercises

From autumn 1951, NATO conducted 
collective military exercises with the aim of 
training Alliance troops for a possible crisis 

and rehearsing aspects such as transport 

and logistics, sustainment, and readiness for 
a military confrontation. Exercises were also 
intended to bolster deterrence against the WP, 

especially the Soviet Union.40 As a frontline 

state, West Germany was the focus of many 

38 Erwin Teichmann, “Die “Schichttorte” in der 
Vorneverteidigung des Kalten Krieges.”

39 Roger L. L. Facer, Conventional Forces and the NATO 
Strategy of Flexible Response, 23–26. 

40 “NATO Exercises, 1952-1962,” University of Toronto, 
2024.

such exercises. In 1982, for example, 85 major 
NATO exercises took place on West German 

territory, in addition to smaller exercises and 
national Bundeswehr exercises.41 The region 

near the city of Fulda (the ‘Fulda Gap’), 
considered to be a likely invasion route for 

WP forces aiming to divide the FRG’s territory 
into two parts, was one of the most important 

exercise locations.

Key exercises included the air defence 

exercise, Carte blanche, which was conducted 

in Summer 1955 just after West Germany 
joined NATO. Although the Luftwaffe did not 

take part, 11 Allies participated with around 3 
000 aircraft flying more than 12 000 sorties. 
This exercise, a unique event, was later 
replaced by the Cold Fire exercise series, an 

annual air defence exercise that simulated 

a WP air attack in the airspace of the FRG.42 

Another important exercise took place in 

1963 for the first time when the US deployed 
forces from Texas to Europe to rehearse 

reinforcement following a military attack. This 
exercise was of immense importance as the 

US had to face the challenge of bringing both 

personnel and material reinforcements across 

the Atlantic. It was succeeded by a series 
of exercises, Return of Forces to Germany 

(REFORGER), which started in 1969 

and ended in 1993.43 REFORGER 

typically involved tens of thousands 

of soldiers, peaking in 1988 with 
more than 125 000 soldiers involved – 
NATO’s largest military exercise since 
the accession of the FRG in 1955.44 

4. The Nuclear 
Dimension

Assessments of the conventional Cold War 
military balance in Europe, although not 

definitive and often coloured by political 
judgements, tended to support the view that 

from the mid-1960s, the WP had a numerical 

41 NATO, “Germany and NATO”.
42 Thomas Skiba, “Air Defender 23 and its predecessors 

– exercises for the defense of Europe in the past,” 
Bundeswehr, 21 April 2023.

43 NATO, “Germany and NATO”.
44 Daniel Huber, “«Steadfast Defender» – das grösste 

NATO-Manöver seit 1988 in 6 Punkten [‘Steadfast 
Defender’ – the largest NATO manoeuvre since 1988 
in 6 points],” Watson, 23 January 2024.

There were concerns that reserves outside 
Germany could not be deployed in time in 
the event of an attack, and if they could, they 
would be unprepared

http://www.zms.bundeswehr.de/de/mediathek/aktuelle-karte-schichttorte-vorneverteidigung-kalter-krieg-5533640
http://www.zms.bundeswehr.de/de/mediathek/aktuelle-karte-schichttorte-vorneverteidigung-kalter-krieg-5533640
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/reports/2009/R3209.pdf
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/reports/2009/R3209.pdf
https://declassified.library.utoronto.ca/exhibits/show/nato-exercises-during-the-earl/nato-exercises-during-the-earl
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/declassified_185912.htm
http://www.bundeswehr.de/en/air-defender-23-und-seine-ahnen-5630082
http://www.bundeswehr.de/en/air-defender-23-und-seine-ahnen-5630082
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/declassified_185912.htm
https://www.watson.ch/international/nato/678905231-steadfast-defender-das-groesste-nato-manoever-seit-1988-in-6-punkten#:~:text=Doch%20einige%20der%20NATO%2DMan�ver%20im%20Kalten%20Krieg,Abschreckung%20des%20potenziellen%20Gegners%2C%20des%20Warschauer%20Pakts.
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advantage over NATO.45 Furthermore, the 

qualitative advantages that were thought to 
ensure that NATO would prevail in a war with 

the WP were slipping away. The Alliance would 

need to rely more on the nuclear component 

of its deterrence posture.

NATO defined the goals of its nuclear strategy 
for the first time in its 1957 strategic concept.46 

The concept affirmed the importance of 
forward defence and anticipated the early and 
extensive use of nuclear weapons – initiated 
either by the WP in its offence or by NATO in 
its defence – stating that:

We must develop our ability to use our land, sea 

and air forces for defense of the territories and 

sea areas of NATO as far forward as possible to 

maintain the integrity of the NATO area, counting 
on the use of nuclear weapons from the outset. 

We must have the ability to continue these 
operations in combination with the nuclear 
counter-offensive until the will and ability of 
the enemy to pursue general war has been 

destroyed.48

Some political decision makers emphasised  
the role of nuclear weapons in warfighting, 
mainly because of the WP’s superior military 
forces. US Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, 
for example, advocated considering “nuclear 
weapons as conventional weapons against 
the enemy’s military targets wherever and 

45 Roger L. L. Facer, Conventional Forces and the NATO 
Strategy of Flexible Response, 22.

46 NATO, “Strategic Concept. MC 48/2,” 23 May 1957, 
323–328.

47 Hans M. Kristensen et al., “Nuclear Notebook,” 2023. 
48 NATO “Strategic Concept,” 323.

whenever it would be advantageous.”49 NATO, 

while anticipating the use of nuclear weapons 
in a war as almost inevitable, also emphasised 

their deterrence value. It was assumed that 

Soviet leaders would never deliberately launch 

an attack as long as they understood that NATO 
would respond with nuclear weapons.50

Figure 9 shows the number of nuclear 

warheads possessed by the nuclear powers 

(the US, the Soviet Union from 1949, the UK 

from 1953, and France from 1964) during the 
Cold War. UK and French stocks remained 

consistently low – at least compared to the 
numbers possessed by the two superpowers – 
while US holdings increased rapidly from 1958. 
The Soviet Union’s stockpile also increased, 
overtaking the US in the mid-1970s. During 
the tense 1980s, the Soviet Union possessed 
at times more than 40 000 nuclear weapons, 
while the US slowly reduced its arsenal.

The increasing number of Soviet nuclear 

weapons and the prospect that the US itself 

could be targeted led to European – especially 
West German – concerns that the US may no 
longer be ready to extend a nuclear security 

guarantee to the continent. In 1962, NATO, 
recognising that the deterrence value of 

massive retaliation alone had lost credibility, 
adopted a strategy of ‘flexible response’.51 

Flexible response required that NATO be able 
to answer WP attacks at the same level across 
the entire spectrum. Sufficient conventional 

49 Falk Ostermann, Die NATO, 104.
50 Falk Ostermann, Die NATO, 104.
51 Roger L. L. Facer, Conventional Forces and the NATO 

Strategy of Flexible Response, 4–5.
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Figure 9. Total number of nuclear warheads possessed by France, the UK, the US, and the Soviet Union. 

Source: Author’s calculations based on Kristensen.47
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forces would be needed to mount an effective 
defence, rather than to simply delay until large-
scale nuclear forces could be employed.

Flexible response also required the deployment 
of US ‘tactical’ nuclear weapons to Europe 
and their operation by selected Allies under 
the Alliance’s nuclear sharing arrangements.52 

At the end of the 1950s, there were several 
hundred US nuclear weapons in Europe, rising 

to over 7 000 (more than 25% of total US 
holdings) by 1970. By 1987, the number had 
decreased to 6 000 before falling below 1 000 
again in 1993.53 Although the Soviet Union had 

the advantage of geographical proximity to 

the prospective European battlefields, it too 
stationed nuclear weapons in WP territories. 
For example, more than 1 000 weapons may 
have been present in 31 locations in the GDR 
during the Cold War.54

After the end of the Cuban Missile 
Crisis, an easier geopolitical world 
situation allowed the introduction of 
arms control regimes, including the 

Limited Test Ban Treaty (1963) and 

the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of 
Nuclear Weapons (1968). The Strategic 
Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) between the US 
and the Soviet Union followed in the 1970s: 
SALT 1 (1972) and SALT 2 (1979). Even so, the 
number of nuclear weapons held by the Soviet 

Union continued to increase in the 1970s and 
1980s.55

These included modern SS-20 medium-range 
missiles that were deployed on Soviet and WP 

territory. Under its ‘Dual-Track’ policy (1979), 
NATO sought the Soviet Union’s commitment 
to withdraw these missiles within four years, 

52 NATO, “NATO`s Nuclear Sharing Arrangements,” 
February 2022. 

53 Robert S. Norris, Hans M. Kristensen, “US tactical 
nuclear weapons in Europe,” Bulletin of the Atomic 
Scientists, Vol. 67, Issue 1, 2011, 65.

54 “Nuclear weapons in Europe,” Bundeszentrale für 
politische Bildung.

55 Falk Ostermann, Die NATO, 114–116.

while at the same time preparing to deploy 
nuclear-armed cruise and Pershing II missiles 
in Europe.56 The Intermediate-Range Nuclear 

Forces Treaty, which banned ground-
launched ballistic and cruise missiles 
with ranges of 500 to 5 500 kilometres, 
was finally concluded in 1987.57

Conclusion

During the Cold War, NATO pursued a strategy 

of forward defence centred on West-Germany, 
intended to slow the advances of the Warsaw 

Pact and allow time for other NATO troops 
to reinforce the area. This highly resource-
intensive effort was made necessary, in large 
part, by the threatening presence of huge 

numbers of Soviet and Warsaw Pact forces 

deployed near NATO’s borders.

NATO’s circumstances are somewhat different 
today. Most Warsaw Pact members are now 

Allies, and their accession to NATO, along with 

the Baltic states, several south-east European 

states and, more recently, Finland and Sweden, 

have substantially altered Europe’s geostrategic 
landscape. Nonetheless, NATO is still menaced 
by a regressive Russia and must implement an 

appropriate deterrence and defence policy. In 

enhancing its forward posture, NATO today 

faces similar concerns – the readiness and 
reliability of Allies, the credibility of extended 

nuclear deterrence, and capability shortfalls – 
to those it encountered in the Cold War. 

56 Falk Ostermann, Die NATO, 117.
57 NATO, “Germany and NATO”.

In enhancing its forward posture, NATO today 
faces similar concerns – the readiness and 

reliability of Allies, the credibility of extended 
nuclear deterrence, and capability shortfalls

Flexible response required that NATO be 
able to answer WP attacks at the same level 
across the entire spectrum

https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2022/2/pdf/220204-factsheet-nuclear-sharing-arrange.pdf
https://www.warpp.info/en/m6/articles/nuclear-weapons-in-europe
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/declassified_185912.htm
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