
G
lobal military spending has 
reached unprecedented levels 
at a time when the international 
security environment is be-

coming increasingly unstable. The resur-
gence of interstate conflict and intensifying 
geopolitical tensions have prompted many 
governments to prioritise defence spend-
ing and military preparedness. 
These measures are frequently justified 
as necessary responses to contemporary 
security threats. Yet the current build-up 
raises a difficult question: can military 
preparedness be reconciled with the hu-
manitarian disarmament norms that have 
shaped international arms governance? 
This article argues that Europe’s rearma-
ment, while a rational response to Russian 
aggression, is eroding the humanitarian 
disarmament norms that European states 
themselves helped to establish. By recast-
ing previously settled prohibitions as nego-
tiable constraints on national defence, the 
current security climate threatens civilian 
protection and weakens the rules-based 
order on which Europe’s long-term security 
depends.

The humanitarian disarmament 
framework

Disarmament has historically been shaped 
by state interests, with governments pur-
suing arms control measures primarily to 
bolster their own security (Docherty, 2018). 
Humanitarian disarmament emerged as 
a corrective to this logic, reframing disar-
mament around the imperative to reduce 
human suffering rather than to optimise 
strategic advantage. Its foundations were 
laid by the 1997 Mine Ban Treaty , also 
known as the Ottawa Convention and 
strengthened by the 2008 Convention on 
Cluster Munitions , which together trans-
formed the prohibition of indiscriminate 
weapons into a recognised body of inter-
national humanitarian law (Docherty, 2018).
As Dresner & Labianco (2024) argue, hu-

Ability to adapt: Humanitarian disarma-
ment is adaptable, as shown by its move 
from conventional weapons to weapons 
of mass destruction and its application to 
new topics, such as the environment and 
armed conflict, the destruction of cultural 
heritage during conflict, and torture-free 
trade.

A rearmament surge

Europe entered a period of acute structur-
al vulnerability following Russia’s full-scale 
invasion of Ukraine in 2022, a shock com-
pounded by the increasingly hostile pos-
ture of the American administration, which 
has signalled its intent to scale back the 
security guarantees Europe considered 
dependable (Eilstrup-Sangiovanni, 2026). 
In response, the European Union (EU) has 
launched a series of initiatives to expand 
defence spending, seeking greater strate-
gic autonomy and readiness (Fried, 2026), 
ultimately leading to ReArm Europe, a five-
year €800 billion plan to ramp up European 
defence spending (European Parliament, 
2025). 
As a result, after decades of European un-
derinvestment, European defence spend-
ing is now rising at an unprecedented pace 
(Fried, 2026). Global military expenditure 
has thus reached $2,887 billion in 2025, 
the 11th consecutive annual increase and 
a 2,9% rise from the previous year. Europe 
accounted for the largest share of this glob-
al surge, with military spending climbing 
14% to $864 billion (SIPRI, 2026a). 
But it is not rearmament alone that is rising. 
According to the Stockholm International 
Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), glob-
al arms transfers climbed 9,2% between 
2021 and 2025 compared with the previous 
five-year stretch. Europe’s imports alone 
jumped 210%, driven largely by Ukraine, 
now the single largest arms importer on 
the planet, absorbing 9,7% of total arms 
imports since Russia’s full-scale invasion 
(George et al., 2026).

manitarian disarmament’s core purpose 
is the protection of life and human dignity 
across all phases of a conflict. It advances 
a people-centred vision of security, aiming 
to prevent and remediate the human and 
environmental harm caused by weapons 
(Docherty, 2025). 

The central principles of humanitarian dis-
armament, according to Docherty (2025, 
paras. 6-10), thus include:

A humanitarian focus: The goal of pro-
tecting civilians is a purpose that can 
transcend political and national differ-
ences;
A cooperative approach: States should 
meaningfully involve and work in part-
nership with each other, civil society, in-
ternational organisations, and survivors 
in decision-making processes to benefit 
from their expertise and preserve the hu-
manitarian focus;
A commitment to international law: In-
ternational law, including humanitarian 
disarmament, creates obligations for 
states parties and standards that influ-
ence states and other actors outside of a 
treaty. States should not only create new 
law, but also implement, defend, and 
strengthen the law that already exists;

Periods of sustained 
rearmament often 
prioritise military 
effectiveness, 
deterrence and strategic 
competition over 
humanitarian concerns. 
As a consequence, 
governments may 
become more willing  
to revisit previously 
accepted restrictions  
on weapons systems...
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At the same time, heightened concerns 
about Russia’s security posture, combined 
with uncertainty regarding the United 
States’ commitment to European defence, 
have encouraged North Atlantic Treaty 
Organisation (NATO)’s member states to 
expand their arms procurement efforts 
(George et al., 2026). 
The significance of these trends lies not 
only in the volume of military expenditure, 
but in the political logic that accompa-
nied it. As UN Secretary-General António 

Guterres has warned, “The evidence is 
clear: excessive military spending does 
not guarantee peace. It often undermines 
it-fuelling arms races, deepening mistrust 
and diverting resources from the very foun-
dations of stability” (United Nations, 2025, 
para. 3). Periods of sustained rearmament 
often prioritise military effectiveness, deter-
rence and strategic competition over hu-
manitarian concerns. As a consequence, 
governments may become more willing to 
revisit previously accepted restrictions on 

weapons systems if these restrictions are 
perceived to limit national defence capa-
bilities. 

The Nuclear dimension

Humanitarian disarmament has increas-
ingly expanded beyond conventional arms 
to address weapons of mass destruction, 
particularly nuclear weapons. This evo-
lution culminated in the adoption of the 
Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weap-
ons (TPNW) in 2017 and its entry into force 
in 2021. The treaty was driven by growing 
recognition of the catastrophic humanitar-
ian consequences that any use of nuclear 
weapons would cause, which extend far 
beyond national borders (Nuclear Threat 
Initiative, 2026a). 
Yet the developments in the global security 
environment have moved in the opposite 
direction. Rather than reducing their reli-
ance on nuclear weapons, all nine nucle-
ar-armed states continued to strengthen 
their nuclear arsenals in recent years, with 
some deploying new nuclear-capable 
systems and integrating nuclear weapons 
more prominently into their defence strate-
gies (SIPRI, 2026b).
The weakening of the broader arms con-
trol architecture has further compounded 
these concerns. Over the past decade, 
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FIGURE 1.  WORLD MILITARY EXPENDITURE 2025
Source: SIPRI (2026). World Military Expenditure 2025. https://www.sipri.org/visualizations/2026/sipri-map-world-military-expenditure-2025

FIGURE 2. GLOBAL SHARE OF IMPORTS OF MAJOR ARMS BY THE 10 LARGEST RECIPIENTS
Source: SIPRI (2026). Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2025. https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2026-03/fs_2603_at_2025.pdf

1. Ukraine 40%

7. Armenia 6.1%

6. Azerbeijan 6.5%

4. Russia 7.5%

8. Oman 5.7%
9. Kuwait 4.7%

5. Saudi Arabia 6.5%

10. Jordan 4.6%
3. Israel 7.8%

2. Algeria 8.8%

Kuwait 2.8%
United States 2.9% Australia 2.8%

Others 49%

Poland 3.6%
Japan 3.9%

Saudi Arabia 6.8%

Pakistan 4.2%

India 8.2%

Qatar 6.4%

Ukraine 9.7%

https://www.sipri.org/visualizations/2026/sipri-map-world-military-expenditure-2025
https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2026-03/fs_2603_at_2025.pdf


several key arms control agreements have 
collapsed, stalled, or become increasingly 
fragile. Particularly significant has been the 
deterioration of the 2010 New Strategic 
Arms Reduction Treaty (New START), the 
last remaining bilateral nuclear arms con-
trol agreement between the United States 
and Russia. New START established lim-
its on deployed strategic nuclear forces 
while providing mechanisms for inspec-
tions, data exchanges, and transparency 
measures that helped reduce uncertainty 
between the world’s two largest nuclear 
powers (Nuclear Threat Initiative, 2026a). 
Russia’s suspension of participation in the 
treaty in 2023, following disputes over in-
spections and compliance, represented 
another setback for nuclear arms control 
and eliminated one of the few remaining 
institutional channels for strategic dialogue 
between Washington and Moscow (Wil-
liams, 2023). As transparency measures 
have weakened, nuclear arsenals have 
become significantly opaquer, increasing 
mistrust and complicating efforts to pur-
sue future disarmament initiatives (SIPRI, 
2026b).
In addition, Russia’s deployment of tactical 
nuclear weapons in Belarus, combined with 
uncertainty regarding the future credibility 
of American security guarantees, has re-
vived debates surrounding nuclear sharing 
and extended deterrence (Eilstrup-Sangio-
vanni, 2026). Although the European Union 
has historically positioned itself as a strong 
defender of non-proliferation and disarma-
ment, describing the spread of weapons 
of mass destruction as one of the greatest 
threats to European security, recent geo-
political developments have encouraged 
a reassessment of nuclear policy among 
several member states (European Union 
External Action Service, 2026).
As a result, discussions concerning nucle-
ar cooperation have become increasingly 
prominent. Poland has publicly expressed 
its willingness to host allied nuclear weap-
ons (Chiappa, 2024), while German Chan-
cellor Friedrich Merz has advocated for 
discussions regarding whether British and 
French nuclear capabilities could play a 
larger role in providing security guarantees 
for European partners (Ross, et al., 2025). 
Similarly, French President Emmanuel Ma-
cron has repeatedly argued that France’s 
nuclear deterrent possesses an inherent 
European dimension and has reopened 
discussions regarding its potential contri-
bution to broader European defence ar-

rangements (Ducourtieux, C. et al., 2025). 
At the same time, France and the United 
Kingdom have expanded strategic coordi-
nation in response to a deteriorating secu-
rity environment (Fraioli, P,2025).

From a humanitarian disarmament per-
spective, these developments illustrate a 
fundamental contradiction. The human-
itarian approach seeks to reduce the le-
gitimacy and salience of nuclear weapons 
by emphasising their catastrophic conse-
quences, whereas contemporary Europe-
an security debates increasingly centre on 
strengthening deterrence through nuclear 
capabilities. The renewed prominence of 
nuclear sharing, the erosion of arms con-
trol agreements, and the continued mod-
ernisation of nuclear arsenals suggest 
that nuclear weapons are becoming more 
deeply embedded in security thinking at 
precisely the moment when humanitarian 
disarmament seeks to move in the oppo-
site direction.

The erosion of humanitarian 
disarmament norms

Against this backdrop, these develop-
ments raise questions that extend beyond 
defence spending and military prepared-
ness. The issue is not whether European 
states should respond to genuine security 
threats. Rather, it is whether the pursuit of 
military security can be reconciled with 
the humanitarian norms that Europe spent 
decades building and promoting. 
As Eilstrup-Sangiovanni (2026) points 
out, the acceleration of military investment 
across Europe risks weakening estab-
lished arms control frameworks, encourag-
ing broader patterns of military competition 
that extend beyond deterrence against 

Russia, and reducing political attention 
and financial support for non-military ap-
proaches to conflict prevention and peace-
building in other vulnerable regions. 
For decades, the EU cultivated a reputa-
tion as a champion of humanitarian arms 
control. This commitment was reflected 
in the incorporation of humanitarian disar-
mament principles across successive EU 
security and foreign policy frameworks, 
from the 2003 European Security Strategy, 
the EU strategy against the Proliferation of 
Weapons of Mass Destruction, to the 2016 
EU Global Strategy, as well as through con-
sistent diplomatic and financial support for 
key humanitarian disarmament treaties, 
including the Ottawa Convention and the 
Convention on Cluster Munitions (Eil-
strup-Sangiovanni, 2026). 
However, the (in)security environment cre-
ated by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has 
placed this normative commitment un-
der considerable strain. The most visible 
example emerged in 2025 when Poland, 
Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, and Finland 
withdrew from the Ottawa Convention, 
citing the need to restore anti-personnel 
landmines as part of their border defence 
strategies against Russia (Human Rights 
Watch, 2025). Lithuania also withdrew from 
the Convention on Cluster Munitions, while 
Ukraine unlawfully suspended its opera-
tions under the Mine Ban Treaty (Interna-
tional Human Rights Clinic, 2026). 
These decisions marked an unprecedent-
ed departure from established humanitar-
ian disarmament norms. For the first time 
since the treaty’s adoption, five democrat-
ic European states chose to abandon a 
major international weapons prohibition, 
challenging decades of progress towards 
eliminating weapons whose effects cannot 
be confined to soldiers alone. In the words 
of Izumi Nakamitsu (2025, para. 17), “leav-
ing the Convention does not strengthen 
national defence. It weakens the global 
commitment to protecting civilian lives and 
human dignity”. 
The significance of these withdrawals ex-
tends beyond the immediate military utility 
of landmines and cluster munitions. The 
Mine Ban Treaty and the Convention on 
Cluster Munitions form a broader norma-
tive framework within International Hu-
manitarian Law that seeks to stigmatise 
weapons causing indiscriminate harm to 
civilians (Eilstrup-Sangiovanni, 2026).
The humanitarian concerns that motivated 
these treaties remain as relevant today as 
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when they were adopted. Anti-personnel 
mines continue to kill and injure civilians 
long after conflicts have ended (Office of 
the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Human Rights, 2026), with civilians 
accounting for approximately 80-85% of 
recorded victims worldwide (Amnesty 
International, 2026). Similarly, unexplod-
ed cluster munitions can remain active 
for years, creating persistent dangers for 
civilians’ communities and obstructing 
post-conflict reconstruction (Carbonnier, 
2019). The renewed acceptance of these 
weapons therefore risks reversing decades 
of progress in civilian protection.
More broadly, Europe’s rearmament reflects 
a shift towards a narrower understanding 
of security. Following the Cold War, the EU 
promoted a comprehensive understanding 
of security that combined defence with de-
velopment assistance, conflict prevention, 
human rights promotion, and multilateral 
cooperation. Today, however, growing 
defence expenditures have increasingly 
come at the expense of other security in-
struments. Several European governments 
have reduced aid and development budg-
ets to finance expanding military spending 
(Eilstrup-Sangiovanni, 2026).
The challenge facing Europe, therefore, 
is not whether it should defend itself, but 
whether it can strengthen its security with-
out undermining the humanitarian princi-
ples and legal commitments that have long 
formed part of its international identity.

Conclusion

The return of large-scale interstate con-
flict has fundamentally reshaped Europe’s 
security environment. Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine, uncertainty surrounding the fu-
ture of transatlantic security guarantees, 
and the broader resurgence of geopolitical 
rivalry have prompted European govern-
ments to pursue unprecedented levels of 
military investment and defence cooper-
ation. In many respects, these develop-
ments are understandable responses to a 
deteriorating strategic environment. 
Yet, as this article has demonstrated, Eu-
rope’s rearmament is producing conse-
quences that go beyond defence policy. 
The rapid expansion of military spending, 
the revival of debates surrounding nuclear 
deterrence and nuclear sharing, the weak-
ening of arms control agreements, and the 
withdrawal of several European states from 
cornerstone humanitarian disarmament 
treaties all point towards a broader shift in 

the way security is conceived and pursued. 
While humanitarian disarmament emerged 
to place civilian protection and human dig-
nity at the centre of arms governance, con-
temporary security debates increasingly 
privilege military effectiveness, deterrence, 
and strategic competition.
The significance of this shift lies not mere-
ly in the weapons themselves, but in the 
gradual erosion of norms that European 
states spent decades building and pro-
moting. The Ottawa Convention, the Con-
vention on Cluster Munitions, and broader 
arms control frameworks helped establish 
the principle that certain weapons should 
be restricted regardless of their potential 
military utility because of their unaccept-
able humanitarian consequences. Simi-
larly, humanitarian approaches to nuclear 

weapons sought to challenge the legiti-
macy of deterrence by highlighting the cat-
astrophic effects of nuclear use. Recent 
developments suggest that these norma-
tive achievements can no longer be taken 
for granted.	
This does not mean that Europe must 
choose between security and humanitar-
ian protection. Rather, the challenge is to 
ensure that efforts to strengthen defence 
do not come at the expense of human-
itarian principles. Indeed, humanitarian 
disarmament was developed precisely for 
periods of insecurity. Its relevance should 
therefore not be judged by its performance 
during times of peace, but by its capacity to 
withstand moments of geopolitical tension 
when pressures to abandon legal and nor-
mative constraints are greatest. l
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