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THE TRANSFORMATION OF POLAND’S SECURITY AND DEFENCE 

POLICIES AFTER THE COLD WAR 

DRAFT 

PEDRO COURELA, IEEI 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

As a result of the collapse of the Soviet bloc, Central and Eastern European 

countries have over the past 15 years undergone a vast transformation of their 

political and economic systems, with enormous effects on virtually all sectors of 

society. Countries in the region have put into practice huge and often painful 

transition programmes and, with varying degrees of success, have gradually 

developed democratic regimes and market economies. With the notable 

exception of the ex-Yugoslav republics, transitions in Central and Eastern 

Europe have not been characterised by border or other territorial disputes and 

occasional tensions over issues such as minorities or natural resources have 

been settled through peaceful and, in some cases, multilateral mechanisms.  

 

The transformation of Central and Eastern Europe cannot be separated from the 

countries’ drive for integration in Western institutional structures. Indeed, 

European Union (EU) and NATO accession – or what was rapidly labelled as 

the “return to Europe” - became for every country the overriding foreign policy 

priority throughout most of their post-Communist experience, to the extent that 

it is not possible to separate democratic transition from what they have set as 

their main foreign policy goal. The way relations with the two organisations 

evolved over the past decade largely explain the evolution of foreign policy 

choices and strategies of reform, notably of the security and defence sectors. 

The return to Europe, however, was understood in Central European countries 



as going beyond the geographic borders of the continent and stretching across 

the Atlantic. Integration within Europe and the development of strong 

transatlantic ties with the United States are thus two faces of the same coin.  

 

This paper is an analysis of the evolution of Poland’s security and defence 

policy in the post-Cold War period. The choice of Poland has to do with the fact 

that it is the largest country in the region both in terms of size and population, 

as well as because of its strategic geographic location, between the two ‘giants’ 

Russia and Germany. However, most of what is written here about Poland 

applies also to the other Central European countries which are today members 

of NATO and of the European Union. 

 

The study traces the evolution of Poland’s reforms in this sphere with the 

purpose of understanding the extent to which the policy choices resulted from 

an adaptation to what it considered as the international environment. It is 

argued that despite a clear commitment to pursue security and defence goals in 

a multilateral context – be it NATO or the EU – Poland’s security culture still 

revolves around very traditional concerns with territorial integrity. Such 

concerns have to a large extent conditioned its security and defence policy 

choices and determined the perception neighbours and allies have of Poland as 

a partner in this sector. Developments in Europe (notably the evolution of the 

EU’s European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP)) and elsewhere (election 

and re-election of the Bush Administration in the United States, the crisis in 

Iraq) lead to a reassessment of Poland’s security policy and an attempt to 

balance the country’s various priorities. It is not clear, however, if fifteen years 

after the end of the Cold War, Poland has found its place in Europe.  

 

 

 



 

THE FIRST YEARS OF TRANSITION – THE NEW EUROPEAN SECURITY CONTEXT 

The end of the Cold War opened up new opportunities for the organisation of 

international relations Europe, after decades of rigid demarcation between 

opposing blocs. However, these new possibilities brought with them a 

considerable degree of uncertainty. As it started to formulate a new, 

independent foreign policy, Poland’s main fear was that the Cold War division 

would give way to a new division, no longer based on ideological grounds, but 

still recognising a sort of de facto ‘spheres of influence’.  

 

While Western European countries had their foreign policies solidly anchored 

in international organisations (notably the EU and NATO), Central European 

countries faced the possibility of finding themselves in a no-man’s land. In 1990, 

as what was previously known as the Eastern Bloc fell apart without much 

resistance, Poles felt themselves particularly exposed on both their western and 

eastern flanks. In the West, there was a degree of uncertainty over whether a 

united Germany would still recognise the Oder-Neisse boundary. To the East, 

the future of the Soviet Union seemed increasingly bleak, with Moscow unable 

to counter the independence aspiration of the various republics. 

Poland’s historic experience also influenced policy-makers and public opinion 

perceptions of post-Cold War challenges. There are, obviously, many possible 

interpretations of history, brought up or discarded when considered 

convenient, yet it is possible to identify general convergence trends. Poland’s 

engagement with multilateral structures as the cornerstone of its post-

communist foreign policy is unquestionable, yet there is a chronic distrust 

throughout Polish history of the ‘international system’, which in crucial 

moments failed to protect Poland, be it September 1939 or Yalta. In other words, 

there is across Poland’s collective psyche, an implicit belief that the country will 



again be sacrificed in the name of some higher interest of Europe’s ‘Great 

Powers’. Hence the almost unquestioned support for US military presence in 

Europe or the recurring fear of colonisation of western Poland by wealthy 

Germans crossing the border in search of their roots. Lessons from history were 

not strong enough to condition Poland’s foreign and security policy, but they 

certainly play a part in some of the choices made.  

A combination of historic awareness and the understanding of the importance 

of multilateralism in Europe’s political landscape explain why Polish political 

circles embraced the concept of a new, Europe-wide security system able, on the 

one hand, to prevent any renewed aggressive or expansionist policies and, on 

the other, accommodate the new democracies in the East. Early hopes that the 

Conference for Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) could fill that role 

were quickly dismissed (especially when the conference was unable to 

condemn the Soviet repression in the Baltic republics in a unequivocal manner) 

and NATO began to emerge as the main vehicle for long-term security in 

Europe. NATO accession, however, was in 1990-91 a rather distant prospect 

that would require a long adaptation process. The same rationale applied to 

relations with the European Community. Although the EC was essentially 

associated with economic transition rather than security guarantees, integration 

was perceived as a gradual process, the first step being the negotiation of an 

association agreement. 

 

Together with the establishment of links with the two main organisations in 

Europe, Poland’s security policy in the first years after the end of communism 

focused essentially on two other objectives: first, the dismantling of the old 

Cold War arrangements through the dissolution of the Warsaw Treaty 

Organisation and, most importantly, the withdrawal of Soviet troops from 

Polish soil, seen as the strongest symbol of Moscow’s tutelage over Poland’s 



policy; second, the development of political and security ties with other 

countries in the region that could function as a stabilising element in the new 

Europe, as well as a sign of unity vis-à-vis both the West and Russia. 

 

Initial optimism about the peaceful transformation of the Soviet bloc into full-

fledged democracies acting in accordance with international law rapidly gave 

way to new concerns about Moscow’s intentions for Central Europe. Soviet 

reluctance to dissolve once and for all the Warsaw Pact, but especially the use of 

force against independence movements in Lithuania and Latvia made Central 

European governments aware of the fact that the Soviet Union would probably 

not be willing to simply let go of its influence over former satellite countries. In 

what concerns the Warsaw Pact, Poland aligned itself with Hungary and 

Czechoslovakia in the fall of 1990 to pressure Moscow to agree on a speedy 

termination of the Pact. Concerted action of the three countries paid off and the 

Pact was dissolved by mid-1991, against Moscow’s will to keep it as a structure 

for political consultation. 

 

The withdrawal of Soviet troops was a much more intricate issue, closely linked 

with the parallel process of confirmation of the Polish border with the now 

reunited Germany. Once an agreement with Germany on the common border 

was reached, Polish leaders felt much more comfortable to negotiate a quick 

withdrawal of the 60,000 Soviet troops stationed on Polish soil. From the 

opening of negotiations till the withdrawal of the last Russian torpedo boats 

from the Polish sea, two years went by, while important political changes took 

place in Moscow: the coup that overthrew Gorbatchev, Boris Yeltsin’s coming 

into power and, of course, the dissolution of the Soviet Union. But in the end 

the Russian government respected the outcome of negotiations, paving the way 

for an improvement of bilateral relations. 

 



For Poland, the withdrawal of Soviet troops and the whole process of 

dismantling the Soviet cooperation structures meant essentially two things: in 

the first place, it was the definitive confirmation of sovereignty and the 

attainment of free will in the conduct of foreign policy; second, the 

contradictory way in which Soviet/Russian policy makers managed their 

relations with former satellite states and other Soviet Republics, together with 

the uncertain outcome of transition in the latter, was perceived as a sign that 

Central Europe states, and especially a country as exposed as Poland, needed 

new security arrangements, that would not only enhance their status of 

independence vis-à-vis Moscow, but would also provide them with solid 

security guarantees. The whole issue of Russian assertiveness over Central 

Europe resurfaced a few years later when NATO enlargement became an 

element of tension between Moscow and all the former satellite countries that 

sought NATO membership. For the latter, the possibility of Russia having a sort 

of ‘veto-power’ over their foreign policy choices would be a return to Soviet 

tutelage and only reinforced their wish to rapidly integrate the Alliance.      

 

FORMULATION OF NEW STRATEGIC GOALS 

The ‘Polish Security Policy and Defence Strategy’ document, issued in 1992, 

contained a rather clear outline of what were the country’s perceived threats 

and the best ways to counter them. To a large extent, these perceptions remain 

valid to this date and represent the backbone of Poland’s security thinking. 

Polish authorities did not think the country faced any immediate threat of 

invasion from abroad, but it could be affected by major economic, ethnic or 

border conflicts inside or between the new independent states to the East. Such 

conflicts could spill over not just to Poland but also to the whole of Central and 

Eastern Europe, jeopardising the security of the continent. 

 



Countering such threats required three different actions: first, the reform of 

Poland’s security and defence apparatus to make it more able to deal with new 

types of threats; second the expansion of links at the regional level, either 

through bilateral or multilateral agreements; third, seeking membership in 

NATO, described in the document as the main vehicle for maintaining security 

in Europe. It is worth noting that the European Community/Union is not 

mentioned in this context, as its direct impact on security was not considered 

particularly relevant. Polish policy-makers saw a clear ‘division of labour’ 

between Western organisations and, therefore, efforts to enhance security 

should be directed towards NATO. Hence, the Defence Strategy states very 

clear an underlying trait of Poland’s post-Cold War foreign policy, that is, the 

idea that NATO is responsible for military defence and the EU for economic 

development. Such perception partially explain some of the dilemmas Polish 

policy-makers had to face in recent times.   

 

Regional cooperation in the field of security gained some salience in the Polish 

foreign policy agenda during this period. There were never any plans for the 

creation of a new military alliance among the countries in the region, but the 

strengthening of security ties between like-minded countries undergoing 

similar processes of transition could be a temporary solution to the 

uncertainties of post-Cold War Europe. 

 

Countries in the region did not all share the same views on the advantage of 

developing regional structures to deal with issues such as security (in fact, some 

argued that the set-up of any new initiatives at the regional level could be 

perceived in Western countries as an alternative to EU and NATO integration 

and thus a factor of delaying expansion of the two organisations), but the 

successive Polish governments have consistently supported regional schemes of 

cooperation.  



 

Poland, like the other Central European countries, saw in sub-regional schemes 

a preparation for wider integrative processes. What differs in relation to other 

partners in the region was Poland’s conviction that close cooperation, at least 

among those countries whose transition processes were more advanced, would 

pave the way for quicker integration in the European Union and in NATO. As 

President Lech Wałesa said in a 1991 interview, “better cooperation among 

Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Poland is the best basis to attempt a more 

effective approach towards an integrated Western Europe. It means training 

hard in the second league and then breaking through to meet the best 

competition”1.  

 

The Visegrad initiative, a framework created by Czechoslovakia, Hungary and 

Poland to coordinate their foreign policies and strengthen economic and 

political links, was for Poland the ideal vehicle for setting up regional security 

arrangements that could be expanded to other ex-communist countries. The 

general view in Warsaw at the time was that NATO expansion would not take 

place in the near future and that the Alliance would not be in a condition to 

offer Central Europe much more than the participation in the North Atlantic 

Cooperation Council (NACC), seen as a rather passive and symbolic 

framework. Hence the project floated by Jerzy Milewsky, at the time chief 

security adviser to Polish President Lech Wałesa, shortly before a meeting of 

Visegrad Defence Ministers in September 1992, of creating a ‘NATO-2’, a 

transitional scheme to defuse conflicts in the region and prepare accession to 

‘NATO-1’. Members would have to renounce to all territorial claims and 

contribute to the formation of a joint peacekeeping force. This temporary 

security alliance would include the three (soon four, with the separation of 

Czechoslovakia already underway) Visegrad countries, but also Bulgaria and 

                                                 
1 Quoted in Tokes, R. (1991). "From Visegrad to Krakow." Problems of Communism 49(6): 104-107. 



Romania and potentially a number of post-Soviet States (Ukraine, Belarus and 

the Baltics). The plan never turned into an official proposal, as the Hungarian 

and Czech governments rejected the idea, but it shows the potential that Polish 

political elites associated with sub-regionalism as a source of security in the 

region.     

 

The conversion of the military organisations and arms industries was also 

discussed at an early stage as an area for further cooperation in the context of 

Visegrad, but with no practical results. The three countries saw each other more 

as competitors in the defence industry and were thus unable to agree on a 

division of labour among themselves. 

 

Sub-regional security remained essentially at the level of mutual consultation 

and occasional conferences, rather than as a concrete project. The centrifugal 

capacity of NATO as a security provided, coupled with a renewed sense of 

vulnerability in the face of an assertive Russia (especially after 1993), made any 

attempts to create new structures at a smaller scale as a weaker replacement for 

security.  

 

But it is also true that for a short period of time in the early 1990s, it seemed 

possible that the fostering of a broad network of institutional links with NATO 

and with individual Western states, together with a foreign policy behaviour 

that gradually fitted the mainstream of Western practice and in doing so 

allowed the pursuit of a moderate policy vis-à-vis Russia, could replace the old 

logic of military alliances, at least temporarily. 

 

The experience of these first years after the end of the Cold War show a 

commitment on the part of Polish policy-makers to what can be considered as 

an important feature of the European security culture, namely the use of 



multilateral cooperation on a voluntary basis as an enhancer of security. It was, 

in a sense, the settling of an old dispute of Polish foreign policy and security 

thinking that dates back to the inter-war period about whether national security 

should be pursued on a purely independent manner or, alternatively, through 

collective agreements. In the modern context, this meant accepting the 

understanding that security could only be achieved within a multilateral and 

collaborative framework. But at the same time, the evolution of security 

thinking reveals the lingering impact of a very traditional concept of territorial 

defence, which partially explains the fixation with NATO accession.  

 

In other words, while accepting the positive role that regional cooperation 

along the lines of the Western European experience (i.e. cooperation between 

democratic states in mutual confidence and good will) may have for security at 

the scale of the continent, there is also a very realist (in the IR sense of the word) 

understanding that hard security guarantees are necessary to face potential 

attacks on the country’s sovereignty.       

 

THE DRIVE TOWARDS NATO ACCESSION AND THE AFFIRMATION OF AN 

ATLANTICIST STANCE 

Polish contacts with the Atlantic Alliance started soon after the demise of the 

Soviet system, even if accession was, in those early years, still a distant 

prospect. As mentioned above, the main concern of Polish policy-makers was 

making sure that a post-Cold War security landscape would consist of Europe-

wide arrangements, without new fault lines or spheres of influence. Above all, 

Central European countries did not want to find themselves in a new buffer-

zone, unprotected against uncontrolled instability in the East or Russian 

attempts to have a say over their foreign and security policy choices.  

 



A gradual rapprochement with NATO would be an integral part of the 

countries’ “return to Europe”, anchoring their security in what they saw as the 

“pillar of stability and security in Europe”. Furthermore, by developing links 

with Poland’s Eastern neighbours (as well as with Balkan states), NATO could 

also fulfil the role of stabilising a number of countries lagging behind in their 

transition processes. The same rationale applied to Russia as well: Poland 

favoured West-Russia relations to take place in a ‘transatlantic context’ rather 

than through bilateral agreements between individual European states (namely 

Germany) and Moscow. 

 

Poland’s relations with NATO were in the beginning rather cautious, especially 

if compared with its Czech and Hungarian neighbours. Polish officials 

explicitly stated their interest in joining NATO, either in visits to NATO 

member countries or through multilateral statements for example in the context 

of Visegrad, but stopped short of demanding a clear signal of openness from 

the part of the organisation. Its initial strategy was signing a series of bilateral 

agreements with a large number of Western countries, which demonstrated 

Poland’s willingness to strengthen military ties with NATO members. Those 

military agreements were also instrumental in ensuring technical assistance to 

the modernisation of Polish armed forces. 

 

Central European aspirations for NATO membership met at first with a 

lukewarm reaction from Alliance members. The US stance in particular was 

primarily concerned with pursuing the nuclear disarmament programmes 

initiated by Gorbatchev and Reagan, as well as in encouraging democratic and 

market reform in Russia after the 1991 coup. In sum, NATO members were not 

willing to clash with Moscow’s views on NATO enlargement and therefore 

opted for a more gradual and loose strategy vis-à-vis Central Europe, through 



the frameworks of the North Atlantic Cooperation Council (NACC) and later 

the Partnership for Peace (PfP).  

 

The two initiatives were received with some degree of disappointment in 

Warsaw, since they did not provide the type of security guarantees Poland 

sought, even if Polish officials later recognised the importance of the two 

frameworks in developing links and exchanging information with NATO, a sort 

of ‘pre-accession strategy’. Indeed, from the start Poland treated the programme 

as an open-ended arrangement, a process leading to the final objective of NATO 

membership.  

 

In any case, Poland was the first country to conclude a PfP agreement in July 

1994. Participation in the multilateral scheme paved the way for the set up of 

liaison offices at NATO and SHAPE and for agreeing guidelines for the 

modernisation of Poland’s air defence and making it compatible with NATO 

members’ control and command systems (see below).  

 

By the time NATO leaders decided to expand the Alliance to include Poland, 

the Czech Republic and Hungary (July 1996), the three countries had already 

gone through a process of familiarisation with the organisation’s modus operandi 

and been involved in the discussions that let to the adaptation of the Alliance’s 

new tasks in the post-Cold War period. Polish participation in IFOR (and later 

SFOR) in Bosnia from 1995 onwards was also an important test for the 

interoperability of its equipment with those of NATO members.  

 

The benefits of NATO membership were also by then the object of a very broad 

consensus in the Polish political system (only the extreme-left and the far-right 

Catholic Conservatives opposed it, for different reasons). The Alliance was 

perceived, first and foremost, as a system of collective defence that guaranteed 



peace for its members. Such views corresponded to what could be described as 

an ‘insurance approach” to security. Polish policy-makers did not believe the 

country faced some immediate threat, but it was nor sure what the future might 

bring. When compared to bilateral treaties or pan-European agreements, NATO 

provided more effective security guarantees.  

 

The Alliance’s new functions as an out-of-area peacekeeper (or peacemaker) 

tested in Bosnia first and then in Kosovo were secondary in Polish security 

considerations. Having said that, NATO’s new missions were positively 

perceived in Warsaw, first because of strong support in both the public and the 

elites for foreign intervention in Bosnia and Kosovo and, second, because these 

missions would enhance NATO’s role as the main security provider in Europe. 

Poland’s participation in both IFOR/SFOR and KFOR (see below) confirm these 

views.     

 

Of much greater importance was the fact that the Alliance ensured the 

engagement of the United States in European security. This was considered 

vital not just because of American military power but also because the United 

States could act as a balancing element vis-à-vis the big continental powers. 

Such views, together with a widespread belief in the leading role of the United 

States in the defeat of the Soviet empire would gradually become the ‘moral 

ground’ for Poland’s staunch alignment with the United States on every major 

international security issue. A strong alliance with the United States is also seen 

in Warsaw as instrumental in determining Poland’s place in Europe as a 

relevant security power. Therefore, the stronger America is, the more 

comfortable Poland feels among the other European countries.   

 

As stated before, Moscow’s fierce opposition to enlargement was for the Polish 

government a sign that Russia still saw Central Europe as its zone of influence, 



a group of countries with a limited range of foreign policy choices. This 

problem could only be solved if Russia altered its perception of NATO as the 

“eternal enemy” and tried to adapt to the new circumstances of European 

security. The best way to achieve this was, for Polish policy makers, through the 

enhancement of NATO-Russia links, namely the proposed NATO-Russia 

Council, which provided the latter with a voice, not a veto, on NATO internal 

developments. 

 

Engagement of Russia and Ukraine with the Euro-Atlantic structures was thus 

one of the priorities of Poland as it entered NATO in 1999. This, coupled with 

Poland’s staunch support for further enlargement to other Central and Eastern 

European countries reflects a concern for what former Polish President 

Kwasniewski described as “the continuing expansion of the security zone in 

Europe”, which would take the edge of Poland’s image as a borderline state. As 

a NATO member, Poland has thus lobbied strongly in favour of the accession of 

neighbouring candidates, especially the three Baltic countries and Slovakia.   

 

Another major topic of relevance for understanding the evolution of Poland’s 

security policy were the discussion at NATO level on what was then called the 

Common European Security and Defence Policy (CESDP) and the European 

Security and Defence Identity (ESDI). The concepts re-entered discussions on 

European security after the Anglo-French Summit in St. Malo in 1998, which 

paved the way for the development of an autonomous action by the European 

Union in military operations, with or without using NATO structures and 

assets. From the start, Poland aligned with those NATO members who 

favoured a ‘surrogate’ role for the European Union, that is, only when the 

Alliance as a whole does not wish to get involved militarily. CESDP should 

above all, be a factor for strengthening Euro-Atlantic capacities to address 

security issues and, given Poland’s status of non-EU NATO member (until 



2004), should give those outside the Union equal participation both in 

discussions and in concrete operations. Priority was, then, agreeing on the 

relevant mechanisms for EU-NATO cooperation and avoid the duplication of 

existing structures. 

 

FROM 9/11 TO IRAQ: POLAND AS THE UNITED STATES’ CLOSEST ALLY IN EUROPE 

Poland’s security strategy was the object of a review in 2000, since much had 

changed both in Poland and in Europe since the approval of the previous 

strategic document in 1992. At the start of the decade, there were still many 

uncertainties concerning the shape of European security arrangements and 

Polish foreign and security policy was essentially a number of goals whose 

fulfilment depended on many factors. In 2000, the National Security Strategy 

stated that NATO "had significantly changed the geopolitical and geostrategic 

position" of the country, which has become part of an "effective allied system of 

defence." In other words, Poland should no longer see itself as an outsider 

trying to enter the group, it was now a full-fledged member of a military 

alliance with new responsibilities as such.  

 

As the largest NATO country in Central Europe, Poland begun to portray itself 

as a regional leader. This role was confirmed by George W Bush when he 

visited Poland in the summer of 2001. In the view of the American 

administration, Poland was “a bridge and a good example for its neighbours to 

the East and the South”.  During the same visit, Polish President Kwasniewski 

interventions conveyed a total convergence with the United States, both in 

terms of policy issues (for example, by fully supporting the controversial 

Missile Defence System and the American withdrawal from the ABM Treaty) 

and rhetoric, for instance when he stated: “We participate in the processes that 

unite Europe, consolidate liberty, security and civilisational development. We 



are among the builders of a better world. And, what is obvious to us, we share 

responsibility with our partners and allies”.  

 

THE SEPTEMBER 11 WATERSHED 

September 11 had a tremendous effect on Poland’s foreign policy not only 

because it reinforced Warsaw’s unconditional loyalty to the United States, but 

also because the country’s security strategic thinking almost automatically 

integrated the whole “homeland security” approach.  

Shortly after the attacks, Poland begun a thorough revision of its security 

priorities, to arrive at the conclusion that international security institutions had 

to be re-constructed and adjusted to the new perceptions and hierarchy of 

threats. In simple terms, terrorism became in public speech the new “empire of 

evil”, which Poland, in its new status of privileged ally of the US, could now 

help in combating. Accordingly, Poland' supported the United States all along, 

both individually, by declaring immediately its readiness to align with 

Washington in the wake of the terrorist attacks, and collectively, by taking part 

in the NATO activities. 

In more concrete terms, the Polish government approved in November 2001 the 

participation of Polish troops in the Operation "Enduring Freedom" in 

Afghanistan. Poland's contribution to the anti-terrorist campaign was also 

regional: at the Polish President's initiative, a special conference of heads of 

state and government of the Central and East European countries was 

organised. The participants adopted a declaration and action plan aimed at co-

ordinating activities against terrorism on the regional scale.  

 

But the evident change of attitude in Washington regarding military 

interventions abroad after 9/11 did raise some concern in Central Europe, 

especially in Poland. The US new preference for coalitions of the willing instead 



of traditional, stable alliances (despite the decision to invoke NATO’s article 5 

right after the terrorist attacks in New York and Washington) could mean a 

waning enthusiasm for NATO and hence a decrease of strategic relevance. 

 

Fears that America would lose its interest in Europe partially explain Poland’s 

immediate options in terms of security and defence, namely the positions it 

took regarding the war on Iraq in 2003.  

 

There were three main decisions concerning the Iraq crisis worth mentioning: 

first, the signing of the “letter of the Eight” supporting the US line of conduct in 

relation to Iraq; second, the decision to send Polish special units fighting under 

US command during the combat operation in Iraq; and third, Polish 

contribution of 2,500 troops to the stabilisation force. 

 

The first one, despite its wide political implications for what was the European 

(lack of) position on the issue, has an essentially symbolic nature and was also 

signed by other countries which later did not engage significantly in the US-led 

coalition. As for the latter two, they show a level of support for the war effort 

which does not compare with any of the other American allies, with the 

exception of the United Kingdom. In the case of the stabilisation effort, Poland’s 

contribution was not only numerically significant, the country was also 

responsible for stabilising south-central Iraq, corresponding to a quarter of the 

country. Given the budgetary constraints, as well as the opposition of the 

majority of Polish public opinion (in a Gallup poll conducted in February 2003, 

63% were against a military intervention in Iraq without a UN mandate), this 

was a very significant decision, which dissipated any doubts about Poland’s 

priorities in the security field. 

 



Indeed, the debate in Poland before, during and after the war on Iraq (which 

still lingers on today) had very little to do with the war on terrorism, bringing 

democracy to the Iraqi people or the eradication of weapons of mass 

destruction, as it was the case in some of the other coalition countries. 

Moreover, and as an ‘heritage’ of the Cold War days, Poland had hitherto good 

relations with most Arab countries, including Iraq. There were three main 

arguments put forward by the supporters of Poland’s involvement in the Iraq 

crisis (which included the President, the government and the main political 

parties): the first and most important one was the need to show Poland’s loyalty 

to the US, also in order to develop a sense of obligation and responsibility for 

Poland’s security in America. Second, because involvement of European 

countries in what was essentially an American endeavour would strengthen 

transatlantic links and ensure US long term commitment to European security. 

Third, because participating in a major international military operation would 

boost Poland’s prestige as a military power. All in all, the justification of Polish 

involvement in Iraq revolved very much around traditional realpolitik 

arguments, which one can argue were always present in post-Cold War foreign 

policy thinking, but were accentuated after September 11. 

 

Commitment to US policy in Iraq may have seemed at the time the right 

decision to take, but events afterwards have shown that the costs of 

involvement in Iraq were much higher than the benefits reaped. The rapid 

deterioration of the security situation on the ground (as of December 2005, 17 

Polish soldiers died in Iraq) and the growing public opposition to Polish 

presence in Iraq (in December 2004, opinion polls showed that around 70% of 

those questioned favoured an immediate withdrawal of Polish troops from 

Iraqi soil) made it very difficult for the authorities to justify their political 

choices.  

 



Most of all, a sense that Poland got no tangible gains from its involvement in 

Iraq begun to be voiced by various politicians previously in favour of sending 

troops. Such voices also questioned whether these foreign policy choices were 

worth the damage they made to Poland’s reputations vis-à-vis its European 

partners, notably France and Germany.  

 

A conjunction of all these factors eventually led the government to raise the 

issue of troops withdrawal, as other coalition countries had done. By the end of 

2004, the government announced the progressive reduction of the Polish 

contingent, which in December of 2005 was still of 1,500 officers. Governmental 

indications that Poland might pull out of Iraq during 2005 were proven wrong 

and in fact the centre-right government led by Kazimierz Marcinkiewicz has 

announced that Polish soldiers will remain in Iraq at least till the end of 2006. 

 

Most importantly, the ‘Iraq episode’ has broken what seemed to be a rather 

peaceful consensus over the country’s security policy. 15 years after the end of 

the Cold War, 6 after NATO accession and 2 since becoming a member of the 

European Union, Poland has definitely “returned to Europe”, but the dilemmas 

over what its role should be remain unresolved. The evolution of ESDP, but 

above all, a deeper, inside understanding of what participation in the EU entails 

has sparked a debate on the balance of Poland’s different loyalties which is far 

from over.          

 

POLAND AND ESDP 

In a large measure due to the reasons outlined above, Poland’s initial attitude 

towards ESDP was critical. Not only could it damage transatlantic relations, but 

potentially it would divide European countries between EU and non-EU NATO 

members. Therefore, and in order to ensure continued involvement of the 

United States in Europe’s security and to avoid new division lines among 



European countries, Poland, as soon as it joined NATO, aligned with those 

countries who advocated the development of ESDP within NATO’s European 

Security and Defence Identity (ESDI). 

 

EU proposals for cooperation channels with the six European NATO members 

(the so-called ‘group of 6’) did not seem convincing enough to reassure Poland 

that it would not be sidelined of this new development of European integration. 

Criticism of the Union’s attitude in this field were quite explicit on the part of 

governmental representatives, but at the same time, Polish policy makers knew 

that a too aggressive attitude in this respect could affect the negotiations for EU 

accession, which by early 2001 had reached their most intense (and most 

difficult) phase.    

 

Poland, thus, could not afford to play the enfant terrible and opted instead for 

what could be described a constructive attitude of seeking an agreement on an 

appropriate participation of the group of 6 in ESDP discussions and decisions. 

Furthermore, and as a signal that it did take European security and defence 

seriously, at the Capabilities Commitment Conference in November 2000, 

Poland declared its intention to contribute to the EU’s Headline Goal with one 

framework brigade, one airborne search and rescue group and one navy 

support group. As for civilian capabilities, Warsaw also committed one police 

unit. 

 

As Poland’s EU accession negotiations drew to a close, its involvement in the 

Union’s development grew stronger. The Nice Treaty, which introduced some 

minor changes in CFSP decision making, as well as a clearer defence dimension 

for the EU, was viewed favourably in Warsaw, in yet another demonstration 

that it could be a responsible partner. But these were still pretty much the views 

of an outsider, with very little influence over the course of EU developments.  



 

It was Poland’s participation in the Convention on the Future of Europe (whose 

works resulted in the Draft Constitutional Treaty) that signalled its first 

participation in an internal EU process. Representatives of accession countries 

took part in all of the Convention’s working groups and could contribute to the 

debate. More importantly, national representatives had to take positions on the 

proposals that were being presented, including in the defence field.  

 

In what concerns CFSP, the government welcomed the proposals of the 

working groups on institutional matters, including the idea of the double-

hatted foreign minister. As for ESDP, Poland supported the creation of the 

Armaments and Research Agency and, despite some initial reluctance, the 

inclusion of the solidarity clause. The Polish government also supported the 

development of a European planning cell at the NATO Headquarters and the 

extension of enhanced cooperation to the defence field. Concerning the latter, 

Poland’s initial reluctance subsided as soon as it became clear that Poland was 

in a position to be in the defence leading group. As for the battle groups, Poland 

announced at the November 2004 Capabilities Commitment Conference it 

would be one of the major contributors to a battle group to be formed jointly 

with Germany, with smaller troop contributions from Slovakia, Latvia and 

Lithuania, to be operational in 2009.   

 

In summary, while stressing all along the need for coordination and 

complementary with NATO, Polish authorities did evolve to a position of 

recognising that the EU needed its own defence capabilities which should be 

deployable autonomously of the United States.   

 

It is no coincidence that this evolution of Poland’s positions coincide with its 

strong involvement in the US led military campaign against Iraq. A constructive 



attitude towards the development of the Union’s security and defence capacity 

could counterbalance the criticisms (notably from French President Jacques 

Chiraq) that fell over the new Member states that aligned themselves with the 

US at the expense of European unity. Therefore, a series of statements from 

Polish authorities, including President Kwasniewski and Foreign Minister 

Cimoszewicz, aimed at appeasing accusations of disloyalty on the eve of EU 

accession. This attitude revealed an understanding on the part of Polish policy-

makers that the various dimensions of European integration are interconnected 

and that intra-EU coalitions are not permanent, they shift according to the 

issues at stake. Bur there were two other set of reasons that played a part in 

explaining Polish commitment to the development of CFSP/ESDP and its 

current position on the issue. 

 

First, a gradual perception that given the whole re-arrangement of American 

security priorities after September 11, US interest in NATO and therefore in 

Europe could diminish. Polish official strategic discourse – as evident in the 

2003 National Security Strategy - still sees the United States as the main 

guarantor of the country’s integrity and hence the first partner in the security 

and defence field. But, at the same time, US fading interest in NATO and its 

visible preference for ad-hoc coalitions could mean the replacement of NATO’s 

role by a new security balance dominated by Europe’s biggest powers. Such a 

scenario would leave Poland with a marginal role and eventually result in a 

return to pre-Second World War scenarios that still haunt Poland’s collective 

conscience. Consequently, if European security will in the future rely less and 

less on transatlantic solidarity, then it is preferable that it happens using the EU 

framework rather than through an agreement between the main powers, 

possibly in cooperation with Russia.      

 



Second, membership of the EU has led Poland to value much more favourably 

the positive impact that ‘soft-security’ instruments, such as those the European 

Union traditionally employs in its external action, may have in enhancing 

stability at a wide European scale. This capacity and approach is particularly 

relevant for what Poland considers as one of its priorities for EU external action, 

the Eastern dimension. Long before acceding to the EU, Poland has lobbied for 

an ‘EU Eastern policy’. Poland’s proposals (presented in 1998 and 2002) 

included the idea that relations with Ukraine, Moldova and Belarus should be 

based on a principle of conditionality, meaning that progress in economic and 

political reform would grant these countries more favourable relations with the 

EU. Moreover, the prospect of long-term accession to the Union should be the 

end goal of such relations and could function as a catalyst for political reforms.  

 

Despite the fact that such proposals have thus far not been wholly welcomed 

within the EU, the combined effect of measures such as the European 

Neighbourhood Policy or the ESDP border monitoring mission in Transnystria 

show the importance of the new Eastern neighbours in the overall context of the 

EU external relations. Polish officials realise that, because of geographic 

proximity, this could be a special ‘niche’ for Poland as an EU member 

(demonstrated during the Ukrainian electoral crisis in November 2004).   

Moreover, they seem to realise that NATO, being still essentially a military 

alliance, cannot offer those countries the same comprehensive framework for 

bilateral relations, nor the political, economic and technical assistance they 

require to pursue their difficult transition processes.  In other words, there is 

now an awareness that a strong and coherent EU foreign policy can 

accommodate Poland’s immediate security interests. 

 

These factors, coupled with the on-going debate about Poland’s gains from 

actively engaging in Iraq, as well as a steady support from Polish public 



opinion to the development of EU autonomous capacities in the defence field, 

provide an explanation for Poland’s current efforts to balance its instinctive 

Atlanticism with a commitment to the strengthening of ESDP. Developments 

inside and outside the Union will test the long-term sustainability of this 

posture. 

 

REFORM OF THE ARMED FORCES 

‘Europeanisation’ of Poland’s security and defence policies is particularly 

evident in the whole process of restructuring, re-orientation and re-deployment 

of the armed forces. During the Cold War, Central European armies were 

structured, trained and deployed according to Soviet precepts. Their command 

systems were exposed to Soviet monitoring and their commanding officers held 

low to middle level positions, always subordinate to Soviet decision making. 

Their national air defences were particularly nonexistent, since the defence 

systems were targeted towards the aims of collective warfare as laid down by 

Moscow, not towards the defence of their own territories   

 

In short, Poland in 1990 had military strcutures conceived for an organisation 

that no longer existed (the Warsaw Pact) and which did not fit the new security 

concerns nor the priority of seeking NATO accession. To make matters more 

complicated, transformation of the armed forces took place against a severe 

shortage of funds. Just as an example, the country’s defence budget dropped 

from 3.5% to just 1.5% between 1989 and 1991.  

 

One of the first steps in this process was thus the establishment of civilian 

control over the armed forces. The military sector of defence was functionally 

separated from the civilian one. This meant that military personnel became 

responsible solely for purely military matters under the supervision of the 

General Staff, while civilian officials at the Ministry for National Defence focus 



on administrative and policy tasks. With the approval of the Constitution in 

1992, the President of the Republic was granted the powers to appoint and 

supervise the chief of the General Staff, as well as other senior military 

appointments. 

 

Territorial organisation and distribution of the armed forces was also object of 

some radical reforms in 1992-1993, which basically resulted in the redrawing of 

existing military districts and in the massive redeployment of troops and 

equipment from the western part of Poland (near the German border) to the 

two eastern districts of Warsaw and Krakow. Concentration of armed forces in 

the eastern regions of the country were the direct reflection of the government’s 

concern about the uncertain prospects for political stability in Russian and the 

other former Soviet states, plus the concentration of Russian armed forces in the 

Kaliningrad area and in Belarus. 

 

A third main vector of the defence reform programme was the reduction of 

military personnel. In 1991, Poland initiated a process of personnel reduction in 

all three branches of the Armed Forces which was finalised only ten years after. 

This process meant a cut from the 1980s 350,000-strong armed forces to about 

200,000 in 2001. Savings in personnel costs, however, were not re-invested in 

technical modernisation, which means that basically the reduction of 

manpower was not followed by a similar reduction and replacement of military 

hardware and assets. It was only after NATO accession that the government 

was able to implement a serious process of equipment modernisation. A 

number of NATO-funded investment projects were implemented already in 

1999, including projects in the field of communications and information system, 

air defence and adaptation of military infrastructure, totalling around 450 

million USD.  

 



A substantial reduction of military property as well as the elimination of several 

garrisons has also made it possible to purchase new weapons and equipment. 

In any case, the government’s view has always been that the only viable way of 

re-equipping and restructuring the army was by spreading it out over a long 

period of time.  

 

The central goal of the reform programme (still underway) is making one third 

of Poland's armed forces – the so-called ‘High Operation Readiness Units’ - 

fully interoperable with other NATO militaries, adapting to NATO standards 

regarding armaments, equipment, mobility and the ability to operate in 

complex missions beyond Polish territory. It includes the modernisation of 

intelligence, command and air defence systems, and the halting of further 

deterioration of armaments and military infrastructure in the remaining two 

thirds of the Polish Armed Forces. As for personnel, the programme expects the 

total figure of military personnel to drop to 150,000, of which 75,000 will be 

professionals. The programme also foresees the acquisition of, 48 multi-role 

aircraft (under a separate programme), 78 tanks, 120 wheeled armoured 

personnel carriers and six ships as well as the modernisation of its MiG-29s, and 

Su-22s jets as well as Mi-24 helicopters to make them compatible with NATO 

systems. It is expected that by 2006, Poland will spend 23% of its defence 

budget on arms and equipment, which corresponds to the spending patterns of 

most NATO states.   

 

Despite the association of this reform programme with NATO requirements, it 

is rather obvious that the new units are also available for EU crisis management 

operations. Inside the EU, Poland is one of the strongest advocates of a ‘non-

duplication policy’ between the two organisations, so it is not surprising that 

forces ready for NATO use can also be deployed for EU operations.     

 



POLAND’S DEFENCE IN PRACTICE: THE DEPLOYMENT OF POLISH FORCES ABROAD 

 [NOT COMPLETE!!] 

Poland’s participation in peacekeeping missions is a traditional feature of its 

security policy, stretching back to the days of the Communist regime. Until the 

end of the 1980s, Polish contingents were present in several UN missions, 

performing mainly logistic support and military observation functions. 

  

As the country adapted to the post-Cold War developments, the participation 

of Polish contingents in peacekeeping operations was greatly expanded. This 

line of policy was justified in the national defence strategy as a way of 

enhancing the prestige of Polish Armed Forces, as well as a signal of 

commitment to international security and to the pivotal role of the United 

Nations in this respect. Fulfilment of obligations vis-à-vis the UN extended later 

to NATO and the EU, reflecting a trend towards the increasing involvement of 

regional organisations in crisis management operations.  

 

Polish participation in IFOR/SFOR (Bosnia-Herzegovina) and KFOR (Kosovo) 

were perceived in Warsaw as an essential move to prove to Western countries 

how reliable a partner Poland was, as well as its willingness to take its share of 

responsibility for European security. A similar rationale applied to the decisions 

to participate in the first crisis management operations of the EU also in the 

Balkans, in this case also to prove that loyalty with the United States was not at 

the cost of European solidarity. 

 

Poland’s most significant (politically as well as in terms of resources) 

participation in international military operations was, undoubtedly, in Iraq 

since 2003. Some 200 Polish soldiers took part in military actions during the war 

on Iraq in different parts of the country. As for the stabilisation operation, 



Poland took command in September 2003 of the Multinational Division Central 

– South, which includes five provinces: Babil, Karbala, Najaf, Qadisija and 

Wasit. The Division was at the time formed by 12,000 soldiers from 23 different 

countries, with Poland providing 2,500 troops. Even after the reduction of its 

participation in 2005 to some 1,500 forces, Poland still has the fifth biggest 

contingent in Iraq after the US, Britain, South Korea and Italy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To be completed with 

Current figures for Polish forces abroad, divided in categories  - type of forces,  , framework organisation 

(UN, NATO, EU, OSCE. Refer Poland’s participation in multinational brigades (aside from the EU 

battlegroups) 

 


