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The 2026 U.S. Defense Strategy and Its Implications for Europe
Introduction

On 23 January 2026, the Pentagon released a new National Defense Strategy, subtitled "Restoring
peace through strength for a new golden age of America".

The document stems from the 2025 National Security Strategy, which redefined the Western
Hemisphere, rather than Europe, as the primary arena for U.S. security. Not China and Russia, but
immigration is seen as a top danger for the U.S. The new defence strategy reiterates that European
allies are now expected to take far greater responsibility for their own defence, with critical but
reduced help from Washington.

This article explores the core priorities of the 2026 strategy, its key shifts from previous U.S. defence
doctrine, and the implications for Europe. Understanding these changes highlights a new reality for
transatlantic security: Europe must step up or face a reduced role in U.S. strategic planning.

Overview and Key Shifts in the 2026 U.S. National Defense Strategy

The 2026 U.S. National Defence Strategy presents a recalibrated vision of America’s global role,
balancing continued international engagement with a renewed focus on homeland defence. At its
core, the strategy emphasises four priorities: protecting the U.S. homeland, deterring major power
rivals, modernising the defence industrial base, and encouraging allies to shoulder more
responsibility for their own security.

Homeland defence takes centre stage, reflecting growing concerns about cyberattacks, missile
threats, and other asymmetric challenges. This shift means a more selective approach: the U.S.
remains globally engaged but will weigh commitments carefully, avoiding open-ended military
involvement unless vital interests are at stake. "As US forces focus on homeland defence and
the Indo-Pacific, our allies and partners elsewhere will take primary responsibility for their own
defence with critical but more limited support from American forces," states the strategy.

China is identified as the primary long-term competitor, but is no longer a top priority, which should
be handled through "strength, not confrontation." Russia, on its part, is described as a “persistent
but manageable threat” to NATO’s eastern members. It is not a nuance but a notable departure from
past strategies that identified Russia as a central challenge. Regional threats from Iran and North
Korea are acknowledged, but allies are expected to take the lead in addressing them. Perhaps the
most consequential shift, though expected given Trump’s repeated emphasis on burden-sharing and
America First, is the clear focus on allied responsibility. Again, Washington positions itself as a
partner rather than the default security provider, urging Europe and other allies to strengthen
militaries, modernise capabilities, and take a more active role in regional defence, while the U.S.
maintains technological superiority and a resilient defence industrial base to retain its strategic edge.

No surprise that the strategy highlights Greenland as a critical strategic asset, explicitly naming the
Arctic island, alongside the Panama Canal, as terrain essential to U.S. homeland security. The
Pentagon stresses the need to guarantee U.S. military and commercial access from the Arctic to
South America, invoking the Monroe Doctrine. It echoes Trump’s recent rhetoric on Greenland,
alarming NATO allies in Europe.

The 2026 Strategy omits any reference to climate change as an existential threat, marking a clear
departure from the Biden-era doctrine that treated it as a core security challenge.



Implications for Europe

The 2026 U.S. National Defense Strategy carries significant consequences for Europe, particularly for
NATO, transatlantic security, and the ongoing war in Ukraine. One of the clearest messages from
Washington is that European countries must take the lead in their own defence: “Our NATO allies are
therefore strongly positioned to take primary responsibility for Europe’s conventional defence, with
critical but more limited U.S. support. This includes taking the lead in supporting Ukraine’s defence.”
This shift means reductions of U.S. roles in missions and allied command positions that have already
started, highlighting a transition toward European burden-sharing.

The new U.S. strategy also carries a deeper geopolitical signal regarding Russia and Ukraine. By
describing Russia as a “manageable threat,” Washington indicates that U.S. intervention may no
longer be automatic in the event of escalation. This approach places greater responsibility on
European states to sustain Ukraine both militarily and politically. It once again reminds Europe that
the burden of keeping its Eastern frontier secure and supporting Ukraine against Russia will
increasingly rest on its shoulders. For Kyiv, this underscores the importance of European solidarity,
consistent military assistance, and political backing from Brussels and individual capitals.

At the same time, the strategy could and should accelerate discussions about European strategic
autonomy. With the United States placing greater responsibility on allies, the EU must take a stronger
leadership role in the continent’s defence architecture, whether through NATO or other initiatives.
This could finally prompt more integrated European defence planning, closer collaboration among
member states, and a redefinition of Europe’s strategic posture; a vision that France and a few other
allies have advocated for decades but have never fully realised.

On the global stage, the new approach may also influence cooperation beyond Europe. By expecting
allies to take more responsibility, the United States will focus on challenges in the Indo-Pacific and
other strategic regions. For Europe, this means assuming a larger share of regional security while
maintaining close coordination with Washington.

In short, the 2026 strategy represents a clear call to action for Europe: maintain security, support
Ukraine, and prepare to assume a larger share of responsibility for regional defence, with
Washington providing “critical but more limited support.” So, the transatlantic partnership remains
vital, but its nature is evolving from protection to shared responsibility and active partnership.

Conclusion

The 2026 U.S. National Defense Strategy is a turning point in transatlantic security. By prioritising
homeland defence, strategic selectivity, and greater allied responsibility, Washington once again
signals that Europe must assume a more active role in its own security. While this does not mean a
full U.S. withdrawal from Europe, it does reflect a shift from being the primary security provider to a
partner in a shared-responsibility model, one whose support may no longer be automatic.

For Europe, the implications are immediate and concrete. NATO allies face growing pressure to
strengthen their militaries, increase defence spending, and coordinate more effectively, particularly
in response to Russia’s ongoing aggression and the war in Ukraine. Sustaining support for Kyiv may
increasingly depend on European political unity, military assistance, and long-term commitment,
rather than guaranteed U.S. intervention.

At the same time, the strategy pushes Europe toward greater strategic autonomy and more
integrated defence planning. This moment presents both a challenge and an opportunity: Europe
must step up and invest in its own security, while the transatlantic partnership evolves toward a



model based on shared leadership rather than dependency. The bond between the United States
and Europe remains vital, but its shape is changing, and Europe must now meet the responsibilities
that come with that change.
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