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In an ongoing research project, FOI is investigating how Swedish and Finnish membership of NATO may 
affect the design of Sweden’s future civil defence. Preliminary results indicate that NATO membership has had 
little impact on how civil defence in Norway and Denmark is being formed and that NATO’s concept of civil 
preparedness cannot be easily transferred to Nordic conditions. On the other hand, Swedish and Finnish NATO 
membership will most likely alter the Nordic context from the perspective of security policy. New opportunities 
for in-depth co-operation are emerging, but before these opportunities can be fully exploited, the similarities and 
differences in the preparedness models, history and geography of the Nordic countries need to be illuminated 
through continued research and knowledge accumulation.1

Introduction
Sweden and Finland applied for NATO membership 
simultaneously in the spring of 2022. In a long-term 
perspective, this creates an opening for a hitherto unknown 
development of the strategic importance of Sweden’s civil 
defence. This memo discusses a longer-term perspective 
on the link between security policy and the conditions for 
civil defence. The focus of security policy during the past 
two hundred years has been dominated by the pursuit of 
neutrality and nonalignment,2 but Sweden is definitively 
abandoning this approach with its application to NATO. 
The turn in favour of being part of NATO will have major 
consequences for Sweden’s strategic military planning and 
for Sweden’s work with host nation support.3 But how will 
civil defence be affected, and what can we learn from our 
neighbours in this regard? Sweden’s investments in civil 
defence during the 20th century had an important strategic 
function in relation to its security-policy objectives. The 
aim of civil defence was to strengthen and support Sweden’s 
security-policy line by contributing to the country’s total 
deterrence capability. For the civilian part of total defence, 
deterrence was maintained by building and promoting 
civilian resilience (motståndskraft), a concept that still 
appears in policy documents.4 

During the Cold War, civil defence, economic 
defence (security of supply), and psychological defence 
were considered to be the basis of civilian resilience. All in 
all, the civilian parts, together with the military defence, 
would act as a deterrent and create freedom of action for 
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Figure 1.  A woodcarving frieze depicting the dragon, 
Niddhogg, gnawing on the World Tree, displayed on the 
exterior façade of Oslo City Hall. In Norse mythology, 
Niddhogg represented the impending apocalyptic doom.
Source: Author’s photo.
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non-aligned Sweden. In this way, an important strategic 
dimension was built into the civilian parts of the total 
defence concept. In the event of war, there would also be a 
humanitarian and practical component, which was about 
protecting and saving the lives and health of citizens, even 
for extended periods and in blockade situations where 
Sweden would not be able to count on outside help. This 
is how nonalignment in peace and neutrality in war –
security policy aspects, basically – were built into civil 
defence, leaving their mark on Swedish infrastructural 
investments, organisational models and material purchases 
for many decades.5 

Now that Sweden’s security policy stance has 
changed, at the same time as the Nordic countries are 
moving towards a common security policy context 
within the framework of NATO, how in turn is our 
view of the strategic and security policy function of civil 
defence changing? To answer that question, in spring 
2023 we conducted visits, interviewing researchers and 
officials in Denmark and Norway, and examined how 
the NATO alliance has shaped Danish and Norwegian 
contingency planning. We have also conducted literature 
studies to examine NATO’s structure and history in 
relation to the Nordic countries. This memo is limited to 
studying Denmark and Norway, chosen because of their 
geographical, historical and cultural similarities to Sweden. 
The next section’s discussion of how civil preparedness and 
resilience are viewed within NATO, is followed by a brief 
description not only of how our neighbours have related 
to these issues, but also some basic differences between 
the Nordic countries. The subsequent section examines 
some preliminary conclusions about how Swedish NATO 
membership could affect the strategic outlook of civil 
defence, and how the Nordic Region, as a geopolitical 
entity, might affect the future development of Swedish 
civil defence.

What does NATO mean by ”civil preparedness”?
NATO is an intergovernmental military alliance that 
is based on mutual defence obligations (Article 5).6 
However, NATO is also based on a civilian commitment 
that relies on its members’ maintaining and developing 
their resilience, or more precisely “their individual and 
collective capacity to resist armed attack” (Article 3).7 
NATO’s point of departure is that resilience is a national 
responsibility and a collective commitment.8 According 
to NATO’s 2021 renewed commitment to resilience, the 
allies need to strengthen their civil preparedness to increase 
their capabilities.9 In the NATO context, civil preparedness 
has three functions: “continuity of government, continuity 
of essential services to the population and civil support to 

military operations.”10 These three functions have been 
specified further through the formulation of baseline 
requirements. 

There are some superficial similarities between NATO’s 
concept of civil preparedness and the civilian component 
of Sweden’s total defence.11 Not least, NATO’s concept 
of resilience is reminiscent of Sweden’s key concept of 
resilience (motståndskraft), which was concretised in 
Sweden’s 2021 Total Defence Decision, in the form of 
several specific sub-goals for civil defence capabilities. These 
include securing the most important societal functions, 
maintaining essential supplies and contributing to the 
military defence’s capability in the event of armed attack 
or war in our neighbourhood.12 However, this does not 
mean that civil defence, in the Swedish sense, actually 
has a NATO equivalent.13 There are several differences: 
the most important involves the purpose of resilience. 
While civil defence in Sweden, in addition to supporting 
defence efforts, also has a humanitarian mission to protect 
and safeguard its own population, NATO’s notion of civil 
preparedness primarily aims to support the operations of 
NATO forces.14 Of course, the NATO perspective also 
includes helping affected civilian populations, but the core 
of Article 3 is based on the objective of ensuring operational 
capability for the benefit of the alliance’s overall military 
objectives. In summary, this means that the basics of the 
construction of Swedish civil defence, from both the 
humanitarian and strategic perspectives, which include 
investments in civil-defence shelters or the build-up of 
emergency stockpiles to ensure security of supply, have 
no equivalent in NATO’s concept of civil preparedness. 
It is also important to remember that NATO regards civil 
preparedness as a national responsibility. When translated 
into Swedish, baseline requirements (baskrav) are often 
interpreted as an absolute requirement from NATO in 
the same way as, for example, regulations and directives 
in the EU.15 However, what NATO means by baseline 
requirements is ultimately a matter of interpretation. Both 
resources and funding are available at national level. The 
cost of civil preparedness is not included in NATO’s two-
percent target. 

Interviews with Norwegian and Danish emergency 
preparedness authorities and researchers revealed evidence 
of reasoning and several examples that illustrate the inter
pretative aspect of NATO’s concept of civil prepared
ness. The differences between NATO and the EU as 
organisations were emphasised, as well as the fact that civil 
preparedness, in the sense of protecting one’s own civilian 
population, is a national responsibility. In other words, 
joining NATO does not mean that national priorities and 
objectives for one’s own preparedness become superfluous. 
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Theoretically, NATO membership could be interpreted 
as creating such a strong deterrent that the threat of acts 
of war against one’s own population can be considered to 
have been reduced, as can the need for civil defence, in 
both strategic and humanitarian terms.16 But, at the same 
time, the interviewees emphasised, the state’s ultimate 
responsibility for its population’s safety and survival 
remains. Thus, at least superficially, NATO membership 
does not seem to have any direct and obvious impact on 
national civil preparedness.

The respondents had difficulty answering exactly how 
NATO membership has affected Norway and Denmark’s 
civil contingency planning, since both countries have 
been members of NATO from its inception, in 1949. But 
the interviews make it evident that NATO has created 
a security-policy framework for both military and civil 
preparedness. In the same way that Swedish security policy 
in the Cold War period was shaped by the pursuit of 
nonalignment, Norwegian and Danish security policy has 
been shaped by NATO membership. The deterrent effect 
that Norway and Denmark have sought since the Second 
World War is ultimately considered to be based on NATO, 
and not on individual national-defence investments. At the 
same time, both the interviews and the literature emphasise 
that NATO is an intergovernmental alliance based on 
consensus decisions, which means that the individual 
countries constitute and shape NATO. The entry of new 
countries thus changes the alliance, since the new members 
also have the opportunity to influence NATO’s direction, 
focus, and formulation of threat scenarios.17 To what extent 
NATO has actually shaped the Nordic countries is thus 
up for debate.

The fact that NATO’s emphasis on civil preparedness 
is relatively new, from a historical perspective, is also 
evident from the interviews: experience from exercises in 
Norway shows that NATO still commonly assumes that 
“civilian” actors are mainly comprised of NGOs, that is, 
not the authorities or companies responsible for functions 
such as infrastructure and transport. Despite the fact that 
official NATO documents emphasise the importance of 
civil society for military capability, civilian actors have felt 
that, in exercises, they have to some extent been rendered 
invisible .

The differences between the Nordic countries
Even if Denmark and Norway have both been part of 
NATO since the start this does not mean that “civil 
defence” (here in the sense of non-military preparedness, 
in a broad sense) has developed in the same manner in the 
two countries. On the contrary, our neighbouring countries 
have chosen different paths in organising the non-military 

aspects of preparedness.18 Basic concepts such as total 
defence, civil defence and civil preparedness also have 
different meanings and histories in the two countries. In 
Sweden total defence is defined by statute as both military 
and civil defence, in other words all activities needed to 
prepare the country for war. In Norway total defence refers 
specifically to mutual support between civil society and 
military defence across the whole threat spectrum, from 
peacetime crises up to war situations.19 In Denmark, the 
concept of total defence is associated with the Cold War 
and is considered obsolete.

There are corresponding differences in the countries’ 
concepts of civil defence. In Sweden, civil defence does 
not refer to an organisation but to all civilian actors that 
are needed to protect the civilian population and assist 
the military defence with its defence efforts.20 Norway 
does not use the concept of civil defence. The Norwegian 
term, Sivilforsvaret, refers to a specific organisation, which 
in peacetime, in the event of major accidents and natural 
disasters, has the task of assisting the emergency services 
with extra resources; and, in wartime, to protect the civilian 
population.21 In wartime, however, Norway’s Sivilförsvar 
does not expect its personnel, who are protected by the 
Geneva Convention, to support the nation’s military 
defence; this is in contrast to Sweden’s civil defence, 
which has the explicit objective of providing such support. 
Although Sweden had a corresponding national civil-
defence organisation during the Cold War, it was disbanded 
in the 1990s. Denmark uses neither the term civil defence 
(civilt försvar) nor civilian defence (civilförsvar). Since 
the end of the Cold War, Denmark has experienced a 
transition, characterised as the replacement of total defence 
with a decentralised “adhocracy,” emphasising cooperative 
relationships among different security actors.22 The 
linguistic similarities amongst the Scandinavian countries 
can partly conceal some of the conceptual and actual 
differences. This complicates comparisons and attests to 
different institutional traditions and historical legacies.23

During our visits to Denmark and Norway, the 
discussions often revolved around the historical and 
geographical conditions of the various countries, and how 
they have shaped attitudes and ideas about preparedness 
more than NATO membership has.24 Norway, with its 
North Atlantic perspective, for example, has traditionally, 
ever since the dissolution of the Swedish-Norwegian union 
in 1905, turned its gaze westward towards the United 
Kingdom and the United States. Both the importance of 
merchant shipping and the historical experience of the 
years of occupation during World War II have strengthened 
Norway’s Western ties. Norway’s NATO membership, 
particularly the opportunity it provides for cooperation 

Strategy, Deterrence and Civil Defence – January 2024



	 —  4  —FOI 		  Tel: +46 8 5550 3000
Swedish Defence Research Agency		  www.foi.se
SE-164 90 Stockholm 

with the United States, is still regarded as the foundation 
of the country’s security policy.25 

Denmark’s experience of years of occupation during 
the last world war have also led it to forge strong ties to 
the West within the framework of its NATO membership. 
In terms of security policy, Denmark has long seen the 
United States as its primary partner. This relationship 
was strengthened after the attacks of 11 September 2001, 
when Denmark chose an active role in the NATO-led 
International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) operation, 
in Afghanistan. At the same time, based on its geographical 
position in the Nordic region, Denmark has turned its 
attention, in terms of trade and communication, to the 
Baltic Sea and the continent. 

The Scandinavian countries can also be distinguished 
according to their relationship with Finland. Sweden has 
cultivated very close cooperation with its eastern neigh-
bour, for historical and security policy reasons, whereas 
neither Norway nor Denmark have the same tradition 
and close relationship with Finland that Sweden has.26 
The differences in the countries’ perceptions thus seem to 
be more based on their respective histories, cultures, and 
geography than to the security policy context, in this case, 
created by NATO membership.

Swedish-Finnish defence cooperation also leads to 
the question of Nordic security policy co-operation in a 
broader sense, and the extent to which this has affected 
the countries’ respective states of civil preparedness. Will 
a pan-Nordic NATO membership lead to changes? The 
fragmentation of Nordic security policy after the Second 
World War, as a result of the countries’ different choices 
in relation to NATO and later the EU, has limited 
the opportunities for both military and civil defence 
cooperation. However, Nordic defence cooperation has 
seen various initiatives, not least through the Nordic 
Defence Cooperation (NORDEFCO).27 The five Nordic 
countries also initiated the so-called Haga process in 
2009, which is an additional special collaboration in 
crisis preparedness that focuses on Nordic cross-border 
co-operation in the area of societal security.28 Interest in 
deeper cooperation in crisis preparedness has, however, 
varied, both over time and between countries.29 According 
to the interviews, Sweden and Finland have pushed for 
greater cooperation at times, while interest in Denmark and 
Norway has fluctuated and at times been low. However, 
in light of the new security policy situation, Denmark 
appears to be shifting towards increased involvement in a 
Nordic context.30 One conclusion from our interviews is 
that Nordic cooperation in civil preparedness is not going 
to be micromanaged by NATO, but will largely be run and 
developed by the Nordic countries themselves. Increased 

Nordic cooperation is an area that still needs to be worked 
out. It may not only involve common practical challenges 
in logistics, transport and supply, but also more long-term 
strategic assessments, for example regarding development 
of threat assessments from a Nordic perspective.

The answer to the question: How does NATO 
membership affect our strategic view of civil 
defence?
Given that NATO’s baseline requirements can generally 
be interpreted and implemented freely, and given the 
varying preparedness policies of the Nordic countries, 
despite NATO membership, a simple answer to the 
question of how NATO membership would affect the 
design of Swedish civil defence in the longer term could 
be: Almost not at all. Based on the meetings and interviews 
we conducted with researchers and officials in our closest 
neighbouring countries, in combination with consulting 
the literature available on NATO’s development, it is 
clear that NATO’s baseline requirements are more to be 
regarded as an expectation rather than as demands, as 
a way of drawing the attention of the member states to 
sensitive points that should be included in their planning. 
The explanation for why the Nordic countries’ civil 
preparedness models have evolved as they have appears 
to involve various factors, where geography, history and 
institutional traditions appear to dominate, and where 
the security policy dimension (NATO included) is only 
one component.

At the same time, Finnish and Swedish NATO 
membership may challenge the national perspective, 
creating a situation in which the impact on the develop
ment of Sweden’s civil defence could be significant. In a 
security policy context where the Nordic countries are 
part of the same alliance, the different civil preparedness 
models will need to be understood in a different way than 
before. The contribution of Swedish civil defence to the 
country’s total resilience will in future also contribute 
to NATO’s deterrence capability. In this way, Finnish 
and Swedish NATO membership will affect not only us 
but also Denmark and Norway, as NATO’s border are 
shifting eastward. This development casts a new light on 
the Nordic countries’ contingency planning and raises 
questions about how, collectively, their civil preparedness 
models can contribute to the region’s overall resilience. As 
NATO regards resilience as part of the alliance’s deterrence 
capability, it is likely that the strategic value of civil defence 
will not diminish in importance in the future, rather the 
opposite. However, exactly how much pressure there will be 
on the Nordic countries to sharpen and possibly coordinate 
their civilian resilience will most likely vary depending on 
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how the threat scenarios for European and other NATO 
countries change, as well as how much importance the 
Nordic countries, the Arctic and the Baltic Sea will be 
assigned in the future global security policy arena.

The main message of this report is thus not to be 
drawn from an individual national perspective but rather 
from the insight that the security policy dimension of 
each country’s civil preparedness work will be related to 
a larger Nordic context. A Swedish NATO membership 
will probably lift the strategic dimension of civil defence 
from the national to a Nordic context. In the long run, the 
challenge for Sweden’s civil defence will thus not necessarily 
be the implementation of NATO’s baseline requirements 
at the national level, but rather the way in which our civil 
defence will function in harmony with the rest of NATO’s 
Nordic members, and the frameworks that will be jointly 
designed for both military and civilian cooperation. These, 
in turn, will depend greatly on how NATO develops as 
an organisation. A more complex answer to how NATO 
membership would effect Sweden’s civilian planning 
conditions in the long term could be that, although there 
may be little change from a national perspective, a common 
security policy framework for the Nordic countries could 
have a major impact on preparedness-related issues, and 
thus also on the direction of future civil defence policies. 
However, depending on how NATO develops, a common 
security policy framework for the Nordic countries could 
have a major impact on preparedness-related issues, and 
thus also on the direction of future civil defence policies.

The future of the Nordic region?
It is not self-evident that the concept of the Nordic Region 
is appropriate as a geographical framework for cooperation. 
Our interviews and meetings showed that despite cultural 

similarities between the Nordic countries, each country 
has its own security policy interests that are not always 
easy to reconcile, such as a focus on the Arctic regions, 
Russian border areas, the North Atlantic, or the Baltic Sea. 
Differences between specific national concepts therefore 
constitute more than a linguistic problem, as they are 
linked to the security policy traditions of each country.31 
This is not only negative, but can also be seen as an asset, 
for example in terms of the opportunities to complement 
each other with the specific perspectives and strengths that 
each country has created over time. However, differences in 
conditions and traditions need to be discussed and made 
visible. If security policy considerations are not based on 
an understanding of the basic traits of each country, there 
is a risk that important decisions and investments will meet 
resistance and ultimately fail.32 

If, for the first time in the modern era, all the Nordic 
countries are placed under a common security policy 
framework, Swedish and Finnish NATO membership 
offers a window of opportunity for cooperation.33 Increased 
cooperation is something that is also in demand in both 
Denmark and Norway, but it must be actively pursued. 
Several already existing forms of cooperation within, for 
example, NORDEFCO, the Nordic Council and the Haga 
Agreement can be used to attain this. At the same time, 
the Nordic countries still have a substantial amount of 
work to do in terms of carving out areas of responsibility, 
establishing joint planning scenarios, conducting exercises 
together, and identifying shortcomings in coordination and 
communication. A common NATO structure, as well as a 
consensus on the need for cooperation in a troubled world, 
essentially creates favourable conditions for this work.  <
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