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Sweden is one of the few countries that is guided by the principle of neutral-
ity in its policy. Ensuring national security is one of the priorities of succes-
sive governments in Stockholm. The modern world is based on alliances, and 
states are unable to protect their security effectively. The Swedish security 
policy aims to achieve a perfect balance between security and neutrality and 
implements these intentions under the Hultqvist Doctrine.
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Introduction
Most modern countries do not have the capacity to counter threats to their security inde-
pendently. The above is most often the result of post-Cold War disarmament and detracting 
attention from armed forces and their conditions. In consequence, modern European coun-
tries are weak in military terms. Recent years and emerging threats have forced subsequent 
governments to redefine defense policies. The increase in the activity of the Russian Federa-
tion on the international arena and its aggressive politics are also of great importance, which 
prompts politicians to review the decisions taken earlier and to increase the financial outlays 
for security, in particular, to upgrade and modernize the armed forces. The governments of 
individual countries are trying, increasingly often jointly, to balance the long-term negligence 
caused by such activities. International cooperation in the field of the military is coming to the 
rescue. That is not a new phenomenon, but its role in politics is growing, and if developed – it 
brings more and more benefits. The aspiration to modernizing defense potential is becoming 
one of the most critical priorities of states [1, p. 9]. Military cooperation is a broad concept, 
and it is impossible to give its universal definition. An attempt may be made to specify its 
elements and scope; however, it should be borne in mind that these will be individual fea-
tures for each agreement. As part of military cooperation, one can distinguish, for example, 
joint purchases of equipment and weapons, work on the development of new technologies, 
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military exercises in which allies take part, cooperation on the tactical, operational or strategic 
level, and military missions. The catalog of possible actions undertaken within the frame-
work of military cooperation is broad and limited the state security framework. Nowadays, 
military cooperation is only being developed. Agreements governing these issues between 
individual countries were concluded mainly in the 1990s. They aim to ensure the security of 
the signatory states and define the legal framework for exchanging military technologies or 
participating in joint exercises. Currently, most countries expand military cooperation to other 
countries, and deepen relationships with existing partners and extend them to new areas. 
In most cases, a state, with which the political relations are at least good and the prospects 
for their deterioration are unrealistic or, due to geographical location, they do not present 
a risk to the other party, becomes the partner [1, p. 9].

1. Swedish security policy – selected aspects

Sweden is one of the countries that changed their policy priorities after the end of the Cold 
War. Stockholm led, among others, to the demilitarization of Gotland and reduction in the 
financing of the armed forces. However, neutrality remained has been the central principle 
guiding the defense policy of the country. One of the essential concepts in Sweden also caus-
es a lot of problems for the rulers since it is challenging to define the limit of neutrality. This 
condition allows for far-reaching interpretation. The unilateral announcement of neutrality 
and its somewhat selective implementation rises question as to whether Sweden is still pur-
suing a policy of neutrality, non-alignment1, or it has completely abandoned this trend. In 
1815, the Swedish authorities declared the country as non-belligerent, but it was a unilateral 
declaration, not supported by international law. Stockholm’s policy was associated with a way 
of operating internationally [2, p. 178]. The last 20 years in Sweden’s security policy have 
been to strengthen relations with other Scandinavian countries, particularly with Finland, 
and close cooperation with the North Atlantic Alliance. The 1990s was the beginning of the 
evolution of Swedish defense and entirely connected with it joining the European Union in 
1995. In this decade, the primary, traditional threats to the security of the country and the 
region have disappeared, and at the same time, terrorism has come to the fore. The com-
bination of these events prompted Sweden to change its approach to security and redefine 
priorities. The above resulted in a systematic reduction of the defense budget and, conse-
quently, a decrease in the combat capabilities of the Swedish Armed Forces. In this process, 
one can also notice the predominance of pragmatism over neutrality. Sweden has decided 
to strengthen relationships with its closest neighbors, the USA and NATO.

The progressive changes in the sphere of defense and the priorities set in recent years have 
been called the “Hultqvist Doctrine” – after the surname of the defense minister of Swe-
den, Peter Hultqvist. The primary assumption of this approach is to stay outside the North 
Atlantic Alliance while strengthening cooperation with NATO and its members. Washington 
and Helsinki are to remain the priority partner of Stockholm [3]. An essential element of the 
doctrine is also the need to rebuild the defense potential of Sweden. These assumptions were 
accepted by most political parties, which allowed the signing of the budget act for the years 
2016-2020. According to its provisions, Stockholm’s priority in the field of defense will be to 

1  The author understands the term neutrality as non-inteference in any international conflicts, while 
“non-alignment” means staying outside of organized military alliances.
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increase the combat capabilities of the Armed Forces and ensure interoperability within the 
so-called total defense [4].

Sweden’s security is inseparable from the Baltic Sea region. The weakening of the country’s 
security is affected, among others, by reduction of armed forces of the region’s states after 
the Cold War, reorientation of the US policy and redirecting their attention to the area of 
East Asia and the Pacific (due to the increased tension in relations with China), as well as 
intensification of activities of the Russian Federation, especially in the field of hybrid opera-
tions [5]. That is Russia’s policy in the region that is considered by its neighbors the greatest 
threat to their security. The above is best illustrated by the return to the militarization of 
Gotland, wherein 2005 all military installations had been closed. The Swedish government 
has now decided about the return of soldiers to the island. Their task is to be to defend the 
territory of the country in the event of an attack from Russia. This process has been given 
a particular priority in the defense budget for 2016-2020. The aggressive actions of Russia 
perceived as a provocateur can lead to real conflict. Due to the deteriorating security situa-
tion in the region, the Swedish government ordered to update the priorities of the defense 
policy. Therefore, it has been planned to change the Defense Concept, which is to be capable 
of “facing the challenges and threats of today” [4]. The most important goal in the current 
security situation is to achieve such a state of readiness, armament and operational capabil-
ities of the Swedish Armed Forces so that they can withstand the armed attack employing 
available measures [4]. The main assumption for the planned adjustment is solidarity with 
the countries of the region, the USA and NATO. That is a matter of knowledge that Sweden 
will never be able to defend itself in the long term; hence it is dependent on the support of 
the allies. The budget law for 2016-2020 states that “Swedish defense and security policy 
aims to prevent war and increase threats to Swedish, Nordic, Baltic and European security” 
[4]. The cooperation with other countries for the security of the broader community is a sig-
nificant element of Stockholm’s policy. Thus, Sweden cooperates with the European Union 
and supports the UN. However, the priority is the partnership with NATO, Finland, and the 
United States. Each of these pillars is to improve the country’s security and provide itself with 
allies’ assistance in the event of a possible conventional attack.

The decision to increase the budget of the Ministry of Defense for the first time in over 
20 years is the consequence of the measures taken by the Swedish government. In the 1980s, 
the defense budget oscillated around 3% of GDP, and in 2016 it fell to 1% of GDP [6]. In 2018, 
the Swedish government plans to spend on defense and intelligence about 5.5 billion USD 
[4]. Over the coming 15 years, the Swedish Armed Forces will receive about 26.88 billion 
USD – about 2 billion USD more than in the previous budget period [4].

In addition to tightening cooperation with key partners, the improvement of native defense 
capabilities is an extremely important element of the Hultqvist Doctrine. In accordance with 
the provisions of the current Defense Agreement for the years 2016-2020, “the most im-
portant priority (…) is to increase the combat capabilities of the Armed Forces and ensure 
interoperability in the framework of Total Defense”. The basic assumption of the document 
is solidarity in building security. Under the binding budget act, the Swedish Armed Forces has 
ambitious plans to implement. Its basic task for the coming years will be the development of 
a new concept for the state defense and related scenarios in the event of war. This means that 
Swedish policymakers are aware of the imperfection of their Armed Forces and the lack of full 
capacity to ensure security for the state and its citizens. The government commissioned the 
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Defense Committee to draw up a report, which resulted in recommendations for, amongst 
others, the Armed Forces. They mainly concern the development of a new basic training sys-
tem for commanders of teams, soldiers and seafarers, the need to improve the air defense 
capability, the reorganization of land forces in two mechanized brigades, and the increase of 
military presence in the Baltic States and on Gotland (including the deployment of perma-
nent bases of regular subunits composed of mechanized, armored and commanding com-
panies on the island), the increase in the quality of national guard troops, greater efforts to 
strengthen civil defense, modern psychological defense, improving cybernetic abilities, and 
precise long-range impact systems. Under the current budget, the Swedish armed forces 
are to revise scenarios for war scenarios and increase the funds allocated to the purchase of 
soldiers’ personal equipment, communication systems and field identification. In addition, 
new transport vehicles will be purchased and Armed Forces logistics will be strengthened. 
The government also intends to modernize and purchase new basic battle tanks, infantry 
fighting vehicles and self-propelled mortars for mechanized battalions. The naval forces are 
to receive funds for the modernization of two Gavle-class corvettes, while the air force – to 
increase the air defense capability through further investments in JAS39 and the purchase 
of short- and medium-range surface-to-air missiles.

As part of the financial resources for defense in 2016-2020, the Swedish Armed Forces in-
tend to:

– create an additional motorized battalion,
– purchase anti-tank weapons,
– provide 4 mortar platoons in the structure of the national guard,
– strengthen the anti-submarine warfare capabilities,
–  increase investments in the recruitment and retention of soldiers in the Armed 

Forces,
– renew civil defense,
– increase the ability to operate in cyberspace.

The end of the Cold War brought a significant change in Sweden’s security policy. This coun-
try, until now guided by neutrality and non-alignment into alliances, began to establish and 
tighten relations with the North Atlantic Alliance. The basis of this cooperation was the Part-
nership for Peace program, which Sweden joined in 1994. In line with the Stockholm policy, 
this undertaking was not intended to lead to the country’s accession to NATO, even in the 
longer term. The participation of Sweden was also used to establish closer relations with 
the Alliance in crisis management operations (e.g., in the Balkans and Afghanistan) [7, p. 6].

2. Cooperation of Sweden with NATO

The critical question in the relations between Sweden and NATO concerns the limits of co-
operation. Stockholm will expect military support in the event of a threat from Russia. At the 
same time, staying out of the structure creates organizational problems. NATO and Sweden 
are dependent on each other as regards security. Stockholm is aware that its Armed Forces 
will not be able to defend the territory effectively, and additional financial resources will 
not be enough for significant modernization and expansion. NATO, in turn, needs access to 
the area of Sweden in the event of a possible military operation in the region. The strategic 
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location of this country will have a positive effect on the effectiveness of the defense of 
the allies. The Swedish government’s consent given to the Alliance for possible access to 
infrastructure, territory as well as air and sea space will strengthen the country’s position. 
Even if remaining outside the Alliance, the state can count on NATO’s involvement. As the 
experience of Georgia or Ukraine has shown, a possible conflict with Russia may develop at 
a rapid pace and the time for the reaction will be concise. The above forces the necessity to 
establish appropriate procedures and practice them earlier. Otherwise, the inability to make 
a quick decision may paralyze the defense of NATO and Sweden and translate, even tempo-
rarily, into Russia’s success. Paradoxically, Sweden’s absence in the Alliance forces a greater 
institutionalization of cooperation and its recognition in a specific, precise legal framework 
and numerous exercises of drafted procedures.

Currently, Sweden can be described as a country that is no longer neutral, but which is not 
aligned with military alliances. Cooperation with NATO is increasingly intensified. In May 
2017, an agreement was concluded regarding support for Host Nation Support. Its main 
purpose is to ensure that Sweden, as the host country, can provide adequate support for 
military activities in its territory, primarily during multinational allied exercises, responding 
in the case of a natural disaster and limiting its consequences, and, if necessary, carrying out 
a military operation in the immediate vicinity of the country. At the same time, the agreement 
will facilitate Stockholm’s use of NATO assistance in the event of natural disasters [8, 9]. Due 
to the signing of the agreement mentioned above, protests took place in the capital of the 
country, and there were also comments saying that this was the first step to NATO member-
ship. According to the announcements of the government and the defense minister, Sweden 
is to remain outside of the organization, and the agreement provides only a legal framework 
for the already functioning cooperation [8].

3. Swedish-Finnish cooperation

Sweden and Finland are the only NORDEFCO2 Member States that do not belong to NATO, and 
only work closely with the Alliance. At the same time, cooperation between these countries 
is at a very advanced level. In May 2014, Stockholm and Helsinki signed the “Action Plan for 
Deepened Defense Cooperation”. In this document, the Armed Forces of both countries were 
tasked with examining the initial conditions for further strengthening their cooperation in 
the field of military exercises, training and courses, air and maritime surveillance, and joint 
use of military infrastructure. The goal of both countries was to strengthen national military 
potentials and boost the security level in the immediate environment. The actions were taken 
due to the growing activity of the Russian Federation. Furthermore, the above “Action Plan” 
was the beginning of cooperation in “securing communication links, increasing the number of 
organized visits of defense ministry employees, and undertaking joint work on a report dedi-
cated to the challenges in the field of defense affecting both states” [10]. The cooperation of 
the two countries does not stop only at a declarative sphere. The legal basis for cooperation 
is fundamental, but it is its practical aspects, including joint exercises, they have the high-
est value. One of the most significant joint undertakings was the Aurora 17 exercise, which 
took place in 2017. About 19,000 soldiers from 9 countries participated in these maneuvers, 

2  NORDEFCO – Nordic Defense Cooperation, collaboration among Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden and 
Iceland in the field of defense.
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and they were the largest Swedish military exercise since 1993. During the training, a high 
degree of interoperability was achieved between the Swedish and Finnish subunits [11]. 
Despite many similarities, there are still significant differences between the Armed Forces 
of Sweden and Finland. They do not prevent cooperation being tightened, but they force 
taking additional steps to facilitate it. An example is the use of various models of multirole 
combat aircraft. The Swedish Air Force possesses JAS 39 Gripen, while the Finnish Air Force 
has F-18 Hornet. The aircrafts vary in weight, the number of engines, and range. Therefore, 
it is necessary to adapt the airports – measure the runways (the F-18 needs a longer runway 
and landing strip). The Finnish bases use the system of aircraft arresting gears, while for the 
exercise, the distance to its end was written on the runways in Swedish bases so that the pilot 
can assess whether the aircraft is not moving too fast to finish the landing on the belt [11].

4. Swedish-American cooperation

The equally important pillar of Swedish security is the United States. The cooperation of these 
countries dates back to the Cold War, during which Sweden’s Armed Forces were more nu-
merous and better prepared to defend the country than at present. The presence of US troops 
on the territory of Sweden and Finland systematically increases, but this process cannot be 
compared with the activities on the so-called eastern flank of NATO. The countries extend the 
cooperation, which focuses primarily on joint military exercises, including those conducted 
under the American command (BALTOPS, Saber Strike), also NATO (BRTE) and Nordic (Arctic 
Challenge, Cold Response) ones. The reason for tightening cooperation with the USA is also 
the expansive policy of Russia in the region and the weakness of the Swedish Armed Forces. 
In the years 2016-2020, partnership with the USA is a priority, and its objective is to improve 
the state of security of the country. Broad political agreement for this state of affairs proves 
the growing awareness of politicians, and its effect is to be a systematic increase in the role 
of the US in the Swedish security policy.

Besides common exercises, purchases of equipment and weaponry are also an essential 
element of cooperation. The most widely described example is the decision on Sweden’s 
willingness to purchase the American Patriot anti-missile defense system. Following the will 
of Stockholm, deliveries would be performed in 2020, and the system would complete its 
full operational capability in 2025.

The United States is the only country whose military engagement is expected in the region. 
Sweden and Finland treat the USA as a security guarantor. Therefore, these states want their 
troops to achieve a high level of interoperability with the USA and the compatibility of equip-
ment and weapons, mainly communications.

The best example of further tightening of the Swedish-American relations is the invitation 
for the US Secretary of Defense, General James Mattis, to participate in the North Group 
meeting. The meeting, and on its margin – tripartite Swedish-Finnish-American talks, took 
place in Helsinki on November 7, 2017 [12]. This was another format of cooperation between 
Stockholm and Washington. The US representative had not participated in the North Group 
meetings before.
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5. Hultqvist Doctrine – security or neutrality?

The Swedes do not broadly support the possible membership of the country in NATO. Re-
search conducted every year proves that the number of undecided people is decreasing, but 
the number of those who support Sweden’s accession to the Alliance are usually less than 
those opposed to this decision. There were more supporters only in 2013, while in 2015 the 
number of proponents and opponents was the same. Despite the parliamentary debate on 
the NATO membership which returns every few years, the situation remains unchanged. At 
the same time, neutrality and security are extremely important for the Swedes. Currently, 
security is increasingly associated with establishing alliances, maintaining close relations with 
neighbors, and recognizing NATO as the guarantor of European security. Due to the desire 
to maintain the policy of neutrality, the government will not get a social mandate to com-
mence accession negotiations with the North Atlantic Alliance. The activity of Russia and its 
officially expressed opposition to the further enlargement of the group of Member States 
are of great importance in this matter. This situation increases the support for the Hultqvist 
Doctrine. It is the most sensible compromise between neutrality and involvement in military 
cooperation. Sweden, being an active partner of NATO, in many aspects engages in the work 
of the Alliance more than some of its members. Stockholm tightens its relations with NATO 
countries and adapts its activities to the most critical assumptions of the common policy. 
The Ministry of Defense of Sweden also strives to provide as much joint military exercises as 
possible, due to which the interoperability of troops in Europe is being increased. The role of 
the USA in the defense policy of Sweden is systematically growing, and Finland is an integral 
partner in most defense activities. The consistent implementation of the defense minister 
Hultqvist concept provides Sweden with a sense of security and neutrality at the same time.

Applying the Hultqvist Doctrine in the long term while maintaining broad political support 
for the implementation of the planned changes will contribute to the systematic increase of 
the country’s security level. Stockholm will not be a possible target of confrontation since it 
is not a NATO member, and the development of national Armed Forces should not change 
this situation. Being outside the North Atlantic Alliance also gives Sweden considerable flexi-
bility – this country does not have to adapt to all NATO rules. At the same time, it may take the 
position of the organization if it is in accordance with Stockholm’s interest. Moreover, bilateral 
relations, which are one of the pillars of the Hultqvist Doctrine, are more convenient and more 
accessible to maintain as they do not require establishing common rules with many countries 
that often have different political goals. The Hultqvist Doctrine seems to be the most favorable 
solution for the Swedish security in the current geopolitical conditions. Therefore, the further 
implementation of its assumptions may be crucial for improving Sweden’s security level.
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Znaczenie doktryny Hultqvista w szwedzkiej polityce bezpieczeństwa

STRESZCZENIE Szwecja jest jednym z nielicznych państw, które kieruje się zasadą neutralności w swo-
jej polityce. Zapewnienie bezpieczeństwa kraju jest jednym z priorytetów kolejnych 
rządów w Sztokholmie. Współczesny świat opiera się na sojuszach, a państwa nie są 
w stanie skutecznie same zapewnić sobie bezpieczeństwa. Celem szwedzkiej polityki 
bezpieczeństwa jest osiągnięcie idealnego balansu między bezpieczeństwem a neu-
tralnością i realizuje te zamierzenia zgodnie z doktryną Hultqvista.

SŁOWA KLUCZOWE Szwecja, doktryna Hultqvista, obronność, współpraca wojskowa, 
polityka bezpieczeństwa
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