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The Europeanization of NATO - Owning the 

first hour of the next war. 

“Interoperability: the ability to act together coherently, effectively and efficiently to achieve 

Allied objectives.” — NATO AJP-01 

When Russian Gerbera drones strayed into Polish airspace on the night of the 9th 

September, they did more than just simply test Polish response times and stepped over yet 

another “red line”, they catalyzed a visible shift from an U.S.-led to an EU-enabled first hour 

of allied defense. What could have been a moment of transatlantic crisis became a 

demonstration of European operational leadership. Through the activation of the Eastern 

Sentry framework, Europe’s air forces proved they could set the pace in their own theater. 

More profoundly, it was Europe’s discipline in logistics; seen at hubs like Rzeszów, in the 

universality of standardized pallets, and through interoperable command and control that 

turned resilience into tempo. The "Europeanization" of NATO is not a matter of changing 

flags on headquarters, but of deep system-of-systems integration: federated sensors, shared 

munitions lines, and data formats, all underpinned by a values layer where the rule of law 

shapes decision loops. The core motif is simple and profound: standards save lives. The first 

alerts flashed across screens at NATO’s Combined Air Operations Centre (CAOC) in Uedem at 

23:30 CEST on 9th September.  Over the forests and fields of eastern Poland, low, 

slow-moving radar tracks signaled a cross-border violation. Within minutes, Polish Quick 

Reaction Alert (QRA) jets were airborne, guided by a fused picture of national radar and 

allied ISR assets. Supplemented by Dutch F-35s, an NATO AWACS  orbiting out of 

Geilenkirchen and Belgian A330 tankers from the Multinational Tanker Fleet , the allied 

package closed to engage. Only minutes later, Europe had concluded their “trial by fire”, the 

incident marking the first air-defence shots in anger in the European theatre since 1945. By 

the next morning, the debris of several downed reconnaissance drones was being analyzed 

by Polish and allied intelligence. Within eleven hours Warsaw invoked Article 4; the NAC’s 

communiqué delegated execution authority for Eastern Sentry to SACEUR, anchored in 

existing Standing Air and Missile Defence Plans.  Within 72 hours, the response was codified 

under a new name: Eastern Sentry. The framework formalized what the initial hours had 

already proven: this was a European-led defense, activating standing plans for air policing, 

ground-based air defense (GBAD), and intelligence sharing. Civilian airspace restrictions 

were coordinated seamlessly with law enforcement and civil protection agencies, integrating 

the home front not as an afterthought, but as a core component of the initial response. 

What changed is not only that Europe reacted, but how: with interoperable parts, 

pre-agreed standards, and a common picture that made speed a weapon. The first hour of 

the next war now belongs to Europe. 
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I. Eastern Sentry Proves It (Ops & Command) 

The September incursions were, in tactical terms, a  mostly harmless limited probe. A 

handful of unmanned aerial systems crossed the border, designed to test reaction times and 

gather electronic intelligence. The damage to infrastructure, both military and civilian, was 

minimal. Poland’s rapid and effective engagements, using both its own air force and 

ground-based systems, neutralized the immediate threat. Allied assistance, in the form of 

enhanced air policing patrols from regional partners and intensified ISR coverage from NATO 

AWACS, was swift but supplementary. The true significance of the event lies in what 

happened next, because, unlike earlier Baltic Air Policing scrambles or ad‑hoc “tailored 

assurance measures,” Eastern Sentry codifies a European‑led, alliance‑owned posture on 

allied soil. Pre‑tasked ROE matrices and shared identification criteria meant the 

interceptions did not require any transatlantic phone call to pull the trigger; political friction 

was reduced to minutes.  Before this month, allied air-policing and national GBAD handled 

cross-border spillovers largely as national tasks under NATO umbrella C2. Eastern Sentry 

converts that practice into a standing, codified allied operation: European assets, F‑16, F‑35, 

NASAMS batteries, Rheinmetall‑built IRIS‑T launchers, and deployable C2 nodes—feed 

Link‑16/22 tracks to both national and alliance networks. European doctrine - managed and 

harmonized through NATO-wide STANAGs are messaged as one posture, with a mandate to 

intercept and, if necessary, neutralize threats that cross into allied airspace. French Rafales, 

Dutch and Italian detachments, German and Polish assets, and other European capabilities 

rotated rapidly to create a layered response the public could see.  The key point is structural: 

the first hour is now designed to be European, while the United States anchors depth, ISR 

mass, and strategic lift. The United States remains the arsenal and amplifier: global ISR, 

strategic mobility, nuclear backstop, industry at scale. But the pacing layer, like 

scramble-to-effect timelines, deconfliction with civil aviation, handoffs between national AD 

and the CAOC, has become profoundly Europeanized. In Poland’s case, consultations and 

messaging originated in Europe; allied jets aloft were European; the decision loop was 

driven from SACEUR, Warsaw and allied capitals.  

II. From US-led to EU-enabled 

This episode marks a definitive shift in the transatlantic security burden. However, let’s not 

fool ourselves: The United States remains the indispensable backstop of Alliance security, 

the provider of strategic lift, high-end ISR, satellite communications, and the ultimate 

nuclear umbrella. No European nation can replicate this depth. However, the first hour, the 

critical window where tempo is established and deterrence is signaled, looks increasingly 

European. This is the change from a U.S.-led to an EU-enabled framework. The decision cycle 

itself has become more European. The Article 4 consultations initiated by Poland were a 

political instrument wielded with confidence by European allies to frame the narrative and 
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coordinate a collective response. The harmonization of national ROEs through years of joint 

exercises and planning meant that the military reaction was immediate and coherent. This 

tempo becomes a powerful deterrent. It signals to any adversary that a probe will not be 

met with political hesitation but with a swift, predictable, and unified military procedure.The 

practical consequences are measured in saved minutes and seconds. Scramble‑to‑intercept 

times on the eastern flank average 6 minutes faster than in 2014. The handoff between a 

Polish fighter jet and a German air defense unit, coordinated through a Danish officer at a 

NATO CAOC, is smoother. The coordination with civilian air traffic control and border guards 

is pre-drilled. Moscow’s probe was met not with rhetoric, but with the quiet, efficient 

execution of shared procedures. This shift is not about replacing the U.S. but about 

complementing it, allowing Washington to conserve its strategic assets during their strategic 

re-prioritization toward the Indo-Pacific, while Europe manages the immediate frontline. The 

“how” of this newfound speed, however, is not found in a command center, but in a 

warehouse. It is a story of sustainment, of airfields, fuel, spare parts, data links, and 

standardized loads already in place. 

III. Logistics. 

Deterrence - often discussed in terms of fighter jets, politics and troop movements - can be 

told in codes. Consider the 463L master pallet—88×108 inches, ~290 lb empty, 10,000 lb 

load, with standardized nets and tie-downs recognized by every loadmaster in NATO. 

Especially because air defence spares come pre‑kitted: two IRIS‑T seeker heads, one 

cooling‑bottle set, four cable harnesses, total weight roughly a ton, fit on a single 463L. 

When a threat crosses into Poland at 23:30, and a GBAD detachment in the region must 

receive interceptors, a thousand arguments are avoided if the cargo is already 

463L-palletized and certified across nations. That is how an 1600 € sheet-metal plate is the 

hinge of Eastern Sentry. Whether moving a NASAMS subassembly, a ROLE‑2E field hospital, 

or a pallet of 155 mm shells, the alliance speaks the same load‑planning language. The same 

standard moves EMEDS/Role-2 modules and refugee-camp generators; the same K-loaders, 

the same net sets, the same airframes. One language, many missions. This principle of 

modularization extends across the entire logistics chain. Ground Support Equipment (GSE) 

features common tie-down points. Critical functions like power generation and data 

enclaves—the cryptographic gear and firewalls that enable secure communications—are 

built into standardized 19-inch rack modules. These modules can be flown on a C-130, driven 

on a truck, or moved by rail, ready to plug-and-play at a forward dispersal site. The rail 

corridors and Roll-On/Roll-Off (RO-RO) ferries connecting ports from Świnoujście and 

Gdańsk in the north to Constanţa in the south are all aligned to these same ISO container 

profiles. Logistics is where the EU’s Single Market meets Article 5. Rzeszów became Europe’s 

logistics motherboard not by accident, but because connectors matched: A pallet net from a 
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Spanish A400M fits the cargo from a Belgian C-130. A data message formatted in one 

national C2 system is legible by another.  In a system-of-systems, every bolt that matches is a 

minute not lost. That is Europeanization in practice. 

IV. The Values Layer: From Freedom of the Press to Freedom of Movement 

Europeanization isn’t only materiel. It is legal and ethical interoperability that makes speed 

legitimate.  The Europeanization of the first hour strengthens the rule-of-law expectations 

that are foundational to the Alliance. Transparency, democratic oversight, and clear 

civil-military boundaries do not slow deterrence; they legitimate it and, paradoxically, 

accelerate it. Freedom of the press compresses rumor cycles in grey-zone incidents; a public 

that expects transparency tolerates rapid posture changes because the facts are 

communicated quickly and credibly. This legal and ethical interoperability is a force 

multiplier. In the ambiguous moments following the drone incursions, a free and 

competitive press provided rapid scrutiny and factual correction, inoculating the public 

against the rumors and disinformation that are hallmarks of grey-zone warfare. This 

transparency builds the public trust necessary for sustained military operations. In parallel, 

freedom of movement across the European Single Market underwrites logistics sovereignty. 

Trucks carrying critical spares cross borders with minimal friction, fuel flows seamlessly 

through transnational pipelines, and aircrews can rotate through bases across the continent.  

NATO’s own words bind this to doctrine: “Interoperability is the ability to act together 

coherently, effectively and efficiently to achieve Allied objectives.” 

This practical link is codified in law and procedure. Pre-negotiated Status of Forces 

Agreements (SOFAs), cross-border police-military handover protocols, and common 

data-protection rules that still permit time-critical intelligence sharing are the software of 

interoperability. They ensure that actions are lawful, logged, and auditable. Interoperability 

is not just about what allies can do together, but what they may do together. This shared 

legal framework is a comparative advantage that authoritarian adversaries just cannot 

replicate.  
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V. Metrics of Europeanisation 

The shift toward a more capable European pillar is not merely anecdotal; it is visible in hard 

data. While no single number tells the whole story, a collection of metrics reveals a clear 

trendline where inputs (spending) are finally translating into throughputs (interoperability) 

and outputs (first-hour effects) The most cited metric is defense spending. In 2014, only 

three allies met the 2% guideline. In 2025, NATO says all allies are expected to meet or 

exceed it, an inflection that would have been unthinkable a decade ago. The input line has 

shifted decisively. The composition of that spending is the live question, and the focus has 

rightly shifted to Alliance priorities: layered air defense, counter-UAS capabilities, and 

critically, munitions stocks. The air policing tempo is another key indicator. Since 2024, 

approximately 70% of all intercept sorties in the Baltic region have been flown by European 

air forces. This demonstrates that the burden of the first-hour response is now firmly 

shouldered by local and regional powers, allowing U.S. assets to maintain a strategic 

posture.Industrial indicators point to a deeper structural change. New 155mm artillery shell 

production lines are active across the continent. Collaborative procurement programs, such 

as the European Sky Shield Initiative (ESSI), are closing critical air-defense gaps. 

Co-production ventures with Ukraine are accelerating innovation in unmanned systems and 

electronic warfare. From a logistics perspective, metrics like Mean Time To Repair (MTTR) 

are improving thanks to common spares catalogs, and lead times for critical components like 

GBAD missiles and radar modules are shrinking. This is the industrial base reorienting to the 

realities of sustained, high-intensity operations.​
The Numbers That Show the Shift: 

Defense Spend Munitions Stocks Interoperability 
Standards 

Air‑policing 
tempo 

Civil Resilience 

By the end of 2025, 
all 32 NATO allies  
are projected to be 
meeting or 
exceeding the 2% 
of GDP target. Key 
spending 
categories showing 
growth include 
Ground-Based Air 
Defence (+41% 
since 2023), 
long-range 
precision fires, and 
funding for 
munitions 
stockpiles. 
 

Key interceptor 
missile inventories 
(e.g., for IRIS-T, 
CAMM-ER, Aster 
30) have seen a 
planned large  
increase in 
on-hand stocks, 
with production 
lead times reduced 
through new 
multinational 
procurement 
contracts. 
 

Over 90% of frontline 
combat aircraft and 
naval vessels are 
now Link-16/Link-22 
capable. The 
adoption of 
STANAG-compliant 
cryptographic 
systems and 
common Electronic 
Warfare data 
taxonomies is 
streamlining 
multi-domain 
operations. 
 

From 
December 2023 
onward, 
European crews 
flew roughly 
70–75 percent of 
2024 Baltic Air 
Policing  alert 
sorties.  

Key cross-border rail 
corridors now 
demonstrate a 30% 
increase in throughput 
capacity under 
contingency protocols. 
Electrical grid 
redundancy from 
transnational 
interconnectors has 
enhanced the resilience 
of power-dependent 
radar and ISR sites. 
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Behind the operational and logistical shifts is a fundamental change in political gravity. 

Washington’s strategic bandwidth is finite. With a necessary and enduring focus on the 

Indo-Pacific, coupled with the inherent constraints of its domestic political cycles, there is a 

bipartisan recognition that Europe must take the lead in pacing its own conventional 

defense. This necessity has fostered a new political will within Europe, the signal Europeans 

heard was: you must lead your own first hour. The narrative during the Polish drone 

incidents was telling. A forthright and resolute speech from the German Chancellery, framing 

the incident as a test of European resolve, set the tone for the continent. The public 

messaging from the White House was supportive but deliberately followed, rather than led, 

the European line.  A pragmatic triangle of European capitals - Berlin, Warsaw, and Paris - 

has emerged as the new center of gravity. Each brings a unique and essential capability: 

Germany provides industrial scale and economic stability, Poland offers a forward posture 

and hard-won operational experience, and France contributes strategic depth, nuclear 

deterrence, and an expeditionary tradition. This is not a formal alliance-within-an-alliance, 

but a pragmatic alignment of interests and capabilities. The U.S. remains the guarantor of 

last resort; Europe is the organizer of first resort. That is what EU-enabled means in practice. 

VI. Fault Lines 

“Wer alles verteidigen will, verteidigt nichts.” — Friedrich II 

Despite this progress, significant fault lines remain. The vision of a fully integrated European 

defense is not yet a reality. Layered air-defense coverage remains patchy. There are still 

dangerous seams between short-range (SHORAD), counter-UAS, and medium/long-range 

systems. Munitions stocks, though growing, are likely insufficient for a protracted conflict, 

and critical radar networks are vulnerable to saturation by low-cost drones. The perception 

of threats also diverges. The Baltic and Nordic states are rightly focused on the immediate 

Russian threat, while southern-flank allies are preoccupied with maritime security, 

counter-terrorism, and instability across the Mediterranean. This risks a dilution of effort 

and investment if priorities are not carefully sequenced.Industrial fragmentation also 

remains a major obstacle. Competing national procurement programs continue to produce 

non-interchangeable missile systems and divergent electronic warfare libraries.  

This duplication creates a “sovereignty tax,” where allies pay more for less collective 

capability.  Prioritization is strategy. Europe cannot afford to defend everything, everywhere, 

equally. It must make deliberate choices to create density and strength in key areas, like 

integrated air and missile defense, while using mobility and standardization to manage risk 

elsewhere. 
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VII. What Comes Next? 

To consolidate these gains and address the remaining fault lines, Europe must move from ad 

hoc initiatives to permanent structures. Three proposals stand out. 

First is the creation of a Pan-European Counter-UAS Network. This would involve federating 

sensors—acoustic, RF, and electro-optical—from military and civilian sources into a shared 

data layer governed jointly by the EU and NATO. With common kill-chain APIs, a Polish drone 

jammer could be cued by a Lithuanian radar, with the engagement logged and audited 

according to privacy-by-design principles. This requires a common doctrine pack with shared 

TTPs and standardized after-action data formats, allowing the entire network to learn and 

adapt at machine speed. Second, the Alliance must establish Shared Strategic Stockpiles for 

munitions and critical spares. This means creating regional pooled magazines for 

high-demand items like GBAD interceptors, radar transmit/receive modules, and 

cryptographic components. Reorder triggers and stock rotation rules could be embedded in 

existing STANAGs, ensuring that these common assets are maintained at high readiness 

without placing an unsustainable burden on any single nation. Third, Europe needs a 

dedicated Narrative Warfare Unit. The first hour is fought not only on radar screens but also 

on social media feeds. This unit would be built around a first-hour communications doctrine 

focused on releasing pre-authorized facts and credible visuals within minutes of an incident, 

pre-empting disinformation. Tight coordination between military public affairs and civilian 

press corps is essential to uphold the values of transparency and credibility that are, 

themselves, a strategic asset. 

The ultimate end-state is a Europeanized NATO where interoperability, as defined in AJP-01, 

spans every domain: hardware, software, law, and narrative. It is a system-of-systems that 

makes the first hour of defense predictable, reproducible, and fast.  In this model, the U.S. 

role is reframed but remains vital. It is the arsenal and amplifier, the provider of the strategic 

overwatch and depth that gives European forces the confidence to operate forward. Europe, 

in turn, becomes the architect and operator of the opening move, securing the theater and 

setting the conditions for a collective, Alliance-wide response.This returns us to the 

foundational principles. The NATO definition of interoperability provides the positive vision: 

to act coherently, effectively, and efficiently. The warning from Friedrich II provides the 

necessary constraint: to choose where to be dense and where to be thin, and to design 

mobility and standards to compensate. Europe’s comparative advantage is no longer just 

proximity to a crisis; it is the precision to meet it. It is about having the right standard, on the 

right pallet, at the right hour. This is the shift from being a trip-wire to being a trip-planner. 
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Appendix: Definitions 

Interoperability (according to AJP-01): The ability of allies to act together coherently, 
effectively, and efficiently to achieve objectives across technical, procedural, and legal 
domains. 

Rules of Engagement (ROE): Pre-authorized directives that define when, where, and how 
force may be used. 

Tactics, Techniques & Procedures (TTPs): Standardized “how-to” methods that translate 
doctrine into repeatable actions. 

Tailored Assurance Measures (TAM): NATO’s adjustable package of presence and activities to 
reassure allies and deter threats. 

Article 4 (North Atlantic Treaty): Provision allowing any ally to request consultations when 
territorial integrity, political independence, or security is threatened. 

North Atlantic Council (NAC): NATO’s top political decision-making body, representing all 
allies. 

SACEUR: Supreme Allied Commander Europe, the strategic military commander of NATO 
operations in Europe. 

CAOC Uedem: NATO’s Combined Air Operations Centre responsible for planning, tasking, and 
controlling air policing and air operations over Northern/Eastern Europe. 

C2 (Command and Control): The authority and processes by which commanders direct forces 
and manage information to accomplish missions. 

STANAG: A NATO Standardization Agreement that harmonizes technical and procedural 
standards across allies. 

SOFA (Status of Forces Agreement): The legal framework defining rights and obligations of 
foreign forces stationed in a host nation. 

QRA (Quick Reaction Alert): Fighters and crews held at immediate readiness to intercept 
unidentified or hostile aircraft. 

AWACS: Airborne early-warning and control aircraft providing wide-area radar surveillance 
and battle management. 

ISR: Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance activities that collect and fuse 
information for decision-making.​
 

GBAD: Ground-Based Air Defence systems that detect, track, and engage aerial threats from 
the surface. 
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SHORAD: Short-range air-defence systems optimized for low-altitude, close-in threats such 
as drones and helicopters. 

Counter-UAS (C-UAS): Sensors, decision tools, and effectors that detect, track, and defeat 
hostile unmanned aerial systems. 

Link-16 / Link-22: Secure tactical data links that share real-time tracks and messages among 
allied platforms.​
​
NASAMS: A modular, networked surface-to-air missile system using distributed launchers 
and a centralized fire-control node.​
IRIS-T SLM: A medium-range, ground-based air-defence system employing IRIS-T missiles 
with radar and command modules. 

A330 MRTT / MMF: A multirole tanker/transport aircraft operated by NATO allies in a pooled 
Multinational MRTT Fleet for air-to-air refuelling and lift. 

463L master pallet (HCU-6/E): NATO/US standard airlift pallet (88×108 in) with certified nets 
and tie-downs enabling rapid, interoperable cargo movement. 

K-loader: An aircraft cargo loader that positions and transfers pallets between ground and 
aircraft. 

Ground Support Equipment (GSE): Standardized tools and vehicles that service aircraft and 
support logistics on the flight line.​
​
​
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