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German defense spending “does not even begin to 
match the requirements” of the German armed forces, 
which “have been chronically underfunded since 1990,” 
according to Inspector General of the German Army 
Bruno Kasdorf.1 Although it is rare for a German officer 
to publicly voice such concerns, Gen. Kasdorf had little 
reason to worry about the political 
leadership’s reaction—and not just 
because he gave the interview two 
months before his retirement. In 
fact, defense experts from all major 
parties in parliament, from the 
Christian Democrats to the Greens, 
agree with his assessment.2 The 
Bundeswehr, despite its world-
class officer corps and admirable 
performance in recent missions, 
such as the International Security 
Assistance Force mission in 
Afghanistan, lacks the resources 
needed to sustain current levels 
of military ambition. And yet, a 
substantial change in direction 
seems impossible to achieve as 
the Chancellery and Treasury—not 
to mention the public at large—
set different financial priorities for 
the country. In determining how to 
strengthen German defense under these conditions, 
three issues need to be addressed.

1. There is a contradiction at the heart of German 
defense policy. On the one hand, defense has 
been ignored for decades, not just in terms of 
underfinancing the Bundeswehr, but also politically, 
by neither defining nor explaining the purpose of the 
German armed forces to the German public. On the 
other hand, German leaders insist that Germany has 
always carried its share of responsibilities and call for 

1 Christoph Hickmann, “Der Investitionsbedarf ist Riesig,” 
Süddeutsche Zeitung, May 21, 2015. http://www.sueddeutsche.de/
politik/bundeswehr-der-investitionsbedarf-ist-riesig-1.2488334 
(in German).

2 The one exception is the socialist party Die Linke, which seeks to 
disband the German armed forces and advocates the dissolution 
of NATO.

an even greater engagement in international security 
affairs.

Looking at the German defense budget, the twenty-
five years since reunification tell a story of steady 
decline.3 From 1991 to 1997, defense spending 

decreased continuously, from 
about 28 billion euros to 23 billion 
euros (or from approximately 2 
to 1.6 percent of GDP). However, 
the Kosovo War from 1998 to 
1999 brought an end to the 
“peace dividend” era, and defense 
spending has been on a slow but 
steady rise since 2001 (with only 
minor cuts in 2003 and 2010). The 
financial crisis, which started in 
2008, did not have a discernible 
effect on this trend. Yet, at the 
same time, the modest increases 
have not even offset inflation. 
In real terms, defense spending 
has been decreasing. Moreover, 
most of the additional money has 
gone to personnel costs, not to 
procurement or R&D. And with the 
growth of the German economy, 
defense spending has declined to 
an average of about 1.25 percent 

of GDP. In 2014, Germany had a defense budget of 32 
billion euros, amounting to just 1.14 percent of GDP.4

As a consequence, shortages and readiness problems 
have become apparent with increasing frequency. 
International media outlets revel in embarrassing 
stories about German tanks using broomsticks instead 
of guns in NATO exercises or the defense minister 
arriving in Erbil, Iraq, to oversee the historic handover 
of weapons to the Peshmerga in the fight against 
ISIS—only to learn that the weapons were stuck in 
Germany and the aircraft carrying the German trainers 

3 For a more fully developed picture of German defense spending 
see Patrick Keller, “German Hard Power: Is There a There There?” 
AEI National Security Outlook, no. 4, October 2013.

4 International Institute for Strategic Studies, Military Balance 2015.
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were in such a state of disrepair that they had to make 
a forced landing in Bulgaria.5

A Bundeswehr report to parliament in September 2014 
showed that these were not random incidents, but the 
results of deep structural problems with Germany’s 
defense establishment stemming from a lack of 
funding.6 According to the report, the majority of 
German combat systems cannot be used immediately 
for missions, exercises, or training. Of Germany’s 
thirty-one Tiger helicopters, for instance, only ten are 
combat-ready and deployable. Similarly, only thirty-

5 See, for example, reports in Der Spiegel and the Independent: 
Gordon Repinski, “Verteidigungsministerin bei den Peschmerga: 
Von der Leyens Pannenmission im Irak” Der Spiegel, September 
25, 2014, http://www.spiegel.de/politik/ausland/ursula-von-der-
leyen-im-irak-pr-flop-fuer-die-verteidgungsministerin-a-993729.
html (in German); Lizzie Dearden, “German Army Paints 
Broomsticks Black to Resemble Machine Guns in NATO 
Exercises,” Independent, February 18, 2015, http://www.
independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/german-army-paints-
broomsticks-black-to-resemble-machine-guns-in-nato-
exercises-10054468.html.

6 The report is classified but was leaked to various news sources; 
the numbers they cite from the report sometimes differ, but 
the general thrust of the argument is the same as this overview 
in Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung demonstrates: “Die Lange 
Mängelliste der Bundeswehr,” September 24, 2014, http://www.
faz.net/aktuell/politik/inland/materialprobleme-die-lange-
maengelliste-der-bundeswehr-13172228.html (in German).

eight of the eighty-nine Tornado fighter jets, 280 of 
the 406 Marder armored infantry vehicles, twenty-four 
of the fifty-seven Transall transport planes, and three 
of the twenty-one Sea King helicopters are combat-
ready and deployable. Although there is some debate 
about whether the criteria for deployability used in 
the report are too strict, it is widely agreed that the 
Bundeswehr’s capabilities have been stretched to the 
limits and are in need of modernization.

It is no accident that the state of the armed forces 
received so much attention in 2014. It was also the 
year when the war in Ukraine and the rise of ISIS in 
Syria and Iraq challenged German security policy. Even 
more important for the German domestic debate, the 
year began with major policy speeches by President 
Joachim Gauck, Foreign Minister Frank-Walter 
Steinmeier, and Defense Minister Ursula von der Leyen 
at the Munich Security Conference. All three called 
for more German leadership in international security 
affairs. Gauck, a well-respected figure in a largely 
ceremonial office, did so most emphatically, saying 
that in international crisis management, “Germany 
should make a more substantial contribution, and it 
should make it earlier and more decisively.”7

7 Federal President Joachim Gauck, “Germany’s Role in the 
World: Reflections on Responsibility, Norms, and Alliances” 

German Eurofighters. Photo credit: Bundeswehr.
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President Gauck and the ministers echoed the 
consensus of the strategic community in Berlin.8 
After six years of economic crises in the eurozone, 
Germany gained significant relative power, especially 
in comparison to the states traditionally leading 
strategic thinking on security matters in the EU: 
France and Great Britain. German prosperity, political 
stability, population size, and geostrategic location 
should make it the preeminent leader in Europe—
and not just on issues of EU integration and fiscal 
and monetary policy but also on strategic issues of 
regional and global security. This trend was reinforced 
by the German trading state’s dependency on a liberal 
international system and the strategic retreat of the 
United States under President Barack Obama. It was 
time for Germany to step up to new responsibilities 
and complete the transformation from a consumer to 
a provider of international stability.

speech delivered at the Munich Security Conference, January 31, 
2014, https://www.securityconference.de/en/activities/munich-
security-conference/msc-2014/speeches/.

8 See, for instance, the 2013 report by the German Marshall Fund 
of the United States and Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik, 
bringing together more than fifty leading experts on German 
security policy: “New Power New Responsibility,” http://www.
swp-berlin.org/en/projects/new-power-new-responsibility/the-
project.html.

How this could be done with the armed forces at hand 
was never sufficiently discussed. In fact, public debate 
hardly went beyond the familiar reflexes warning 
against a “militarization” of German foreign policy. 
The tension between shrinking capabilities and rising 
ambitions is obvious and remains unresolved.

2. In response to this dilemma, Defense Minister von 
der Leyen is pushing for a stronger Bundeswehr that 
is capable of fulfilling its new and ambitious tasks. In 
doing so, von der Leyen continues the far-reaching 
reform process (“re-orientation”) of the Bundeswehr, 
which began under her predecessors Karl-Theodor zu 
Guttenberg and Thomas de Maizière. Centerpieces of the 
reform include downsizing the armed forces to 185,000 
soldiers (from almost 500,000 in 1990), suspending 
conscription (accomplished in 2011 and de facto ending 
it), streamlining defense procurement processes, and 
creating a more agile and deployable force.

Moreover, von der Leyen achieved further (projected) 
increases in defense spending, from just under 33 billion 
euros in 2015 to just over 35 billion euros in 2019.9 As 

9 “Verteidigungsetat wächst um 1,2 Milliarden Euro,” Frankfurter 
Allgemeine Zeitung, March 17, 2015, http://www.faz.net/aktuell/
politik/bundeswehr-etat-waechst-schon-2016-um-1-2-milliarden-
euro-13488303.html. 

German Tiger Helicopter. Photo credit: Bundeswehr.
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in previous years, however, this incrementalism will 
not suffice. Most of the additional money will be eaten 
up by personnel costs, higher rent, and inflation. The 
fundamental problem of underfunding will persist only 
as majorities in parliament and the public set different 
priorities—evidenced in the budget of the Ministry of 
Labor and Welfare that is four times the size of the 
defense budget. And as long as defense has to return 
more than a billion euros of “unused money” at the end 
of a fiscal year, due to mistakes in planning and delays 
in delivery, it will remain very difficult for proponents of 
increased defense budgets to make their case.10

3. More defense funding is 
necessary to maintain even current 
levels of readiness and effectiveness 
of the Bundeswehr. And yet, what 
if further budget increases do 
not happen? Here are three ideas 
on how to politically manage the 
deficit in a way that strengthens 
German, and ultimately European 
and transatlantic, defense.11

a) Do not get tunnel vision on 
NATO’s 2 percent budget-increase 
requirements. NATO members 
agreed in 2014 to increase their 
defense budgets to 2 percent of 
GDP within ten years if economic 
development allows. The qualifiers 
give away the insincerity of the 
statement. As long as Germany 
does not suffer a major recession, 
this goal will not be met.12 By 
today’s standards, 2 percent of 
GDP would mean an additional 
20 billion euros for defense. The 
German public would not accept 
such an increase. Also, a German 
defense budget of more than 55 
billion euros would overshadow 
those of all other European nations, including France 
and Great Britain, thus perhaps rekindling old fears 
and problematic political dynamics from a bygone era 
in Europe.

10 Between 2009 and 2013, the Ministry of Defense did not spend 
the 3 billion euros that were earmarked for procurement, as 
reported here: “Bundeswehr rief Milliarden nicht ab,” Rheinische 
Post, October 13, 2014, http://www.rp-online.de/politik/
deutschland/bundeswehr-rief-milliarden-nicht-ab-aid-1.4590799. 

11 For a more elaborate argument see Patrick Keller, “Strategic 
Deliberations about the Future of German Security Policy,” 
Facts & Findings, no. 167, April 2015, http://www.kas.de/wf/
en/33.41124/.

12 This does not mean that the goal is useless, however. It remains 
an important argument in the annual debate over defense 
expenditures.

Hence, it is much more realistic—and smarter—to focus 
on how best to spend money on defense rather than 
on how much. There are two ways to think about this. 
First, Germany could make military contributions to 
international stability that are not financed through 
the defense budget. It could, for instance, enhance 
and enable the armed forces of the Baltic republics, 
especially with maritime and reconnaissance 
capabilities. Such a contribution could be reported to 
NATO under the framework of the Readiness Action 
Plan (RAP), but it could be financed through the 
budget of, say, the foreign office.

Second, Germany could shift 
priorities within the existing 
defense budget. Most notably, only 
12.8 percent of the 2015 defense 
budget is allotted for procurement 
of military capabilities (down from 
14.2 percent in 2014), and there is 
a miniscule 2.4 percent allotted for 
research and development (down 
from 2.9 percent in 2014).13 German 
leaders must reverse this trend; 
procurement and R&D combined 
should amount to at least 20 
percent of defense spending in 
order to redress the problems in 
readiness and modernization, as 
well as to fulfill Germany’s R&D 
funding commitment made at 
the 2014 NATO summit in Wales. 
Minister von der Leyen took 
first steps in the right direction, 
including choosing an influential 
Deputy Minister, Katrin Suder, 
who oversees the revision of the 
procurement process and who 
brokered the recent agreement 
between the ministry and the 
German defense industry outlining 
rules for future defense industry 

cooperation.14 There remains, however, a long way to go.

b) Foster greater synergy with allies and partners in 
Europe. Germany cannot “pool & share” its way out 
of the crisis of an underfunded Bundeswehr—in the 
end, it needs to buy things. And the armed forces of 
twenty-six sovereign European states taken together 

13 The 2014 and 2015 defense budgets are available on the 
Ministry’s website: http://www.bmvg.de/portal/a/bmvg/!ut/p/c4/
NYy7DsIwEAT_yGcXIIWOKEJQ0KRJQufEljnJj-hyNg0fj12wq51mp
IUX1EZd0GnGFLWHGZYNL-tHrKE4ETDiwZYwB1EssUWDLkd3vH
Wu8wxTezBWbClabmQbGSsdaU4k9kTsm8lE1Qg0sEg19FLJf9S3
m-b77dmdzsOjH2EP4foDBvQCwQ!!/.

14 The agreement of June 29, 2015, is available on the Ministry’s 
website: http://goo.gl/hohtFe.
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will always be less efficient in terms of value for money 
than the unified US military. Still, Germany and its 
European neighbors can take steps to create military 
clusters and islands of cooperation 
between states. Germany’s 
“Framework Nation” concept and 
NATO’s RAP provide examples 
of how such ideas strengthen 
the Alliance. Key future projects 
could include a joint development 
and procurement program for 
the next generation fighter jet 
between Germany, France, and 
the UK or joint support ships with 
Poland and France.15 In order to 
avoid duplication of efforts and in 
recognition of the indispensable 
role the United States plays as 
Europe’s pacifier, NATO should 
always be the primary framework within which such 
efforts are undertaken. But where NATO does not 
want to provide such a framework, there the EU can 
be put to good use—for instance by creating a unified 
EU medical command.
15 Maik Zarandi, “European Islands Solutions as a Basis for 

Strengthening European Defense Capabilities?” Facts & Findings, 
no. 130, October 2013, http://www.kas.de/wf/en/33.35552/.

Such increased cooperation must be undertaken 
in tandem with efforts to consolidate the European 
defense industry. The July 2015 deal between military 

land defense systems producers 
Nexter in France and Kraus-
Maffei Wegmann in Germany is 
a good first step, especially after 
the lamentable German veto 
against the merger of aerospace 
companies BAE Systems of Britain 
and European Aeronautic Defense 
and Space (EADS) in 2012.

c) Reinforce the public debate 
about German interests in 
international security affairs. The 
root cause for Germany’s ailing 
defense policy and the country’s 
strategic thinking is the German 

public’s contentment with the status quo—and the 
misconception that this status quo is a given, and not 
something that depends on the resolve of the West to 
maintain a stable and liberal international order. This, 
in conjunction with the strong anti-militaristic streak 
Germany developed after four decades without full 
sovereignty and responsibility for its survival, means 

German Patriot missile system. Photo credit: Bundeswehr.
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the country lacks an impetus to undertake the serious 
defense investments and reforms required for today’s 
threats.

Therefore, political leaders and commentators 
need to persuade and educate the public on the 
importance of a stronger defense posture. For 
instance, parliament should hold regular sessions 
about national security, preferably accompanied by 
an annual strategy paper from the Chancellery. The 
current process of developing a new white paper on 
defense is commendable for being more inclusive and 
deliberative than previous efforts, but it is a meager 
substitute for a full-fledged national strategy. Germany 

also needs to broaden its strategic community, to 
encourage more active engagement from private 
think tanks on international affairs, and to counter the 
dearth of university departments on strategic studies. 
If Germany can raise the level of debate, from both 
experts and the public, on security issues of strategic 
concern, it will become a more reliable and effective 
NATO ally, contributing its fair share to strengthened 
transatlantic security.

Dr. Patrick Keller is the Coordinator for Foreign and 
Security Policy at the Konrad Adenauer Stiftung. The 
opinions expressed in this essay are to be attributed to 
the author alone.

German Leopard 2 A5 tanks. Photo credit: Bundeswehr.
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