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Introduction –   
On the histor ical exper ience that have shaped 

Polish str ategic cultur e and secur ity perception

The aim of this study is to present how the security and defence policy of Poland, 
seeing itself as a Central European regional power, has been developing, including 
the current challenges and capabilities of its armed forces, as well as the development 
of Polish military reforms, and finally, the Polish roles within NATO and the 
European Union. 1 

Polish is one of those European nations which did not have an independent 
state during the classical period of European nation development from the end of 
the 18th to the beginning of the 20th century. Moreover, Poland completely lost its 
independence at the very time (1795) when the idea of modern nationalism was 
emerging and spreading throughout Europe from France. Before the partitions, 
Poland had been one of the great powers of Europe for almost two centuries 
(1466–1667), through which period Polish security was threatened from the south 
(Turks and Habsburgs) and from the north (Teutonic Knights and Sweden), while 
from the east only since the time of Peter the Great (1707). The threat from the 
West covered an even shorter period in Polish history (from the 1760s to 1945). 
The weak and divided German states and the peoples of Eastern Europe did not 
pose an existential threat to Poland for centuries. However, from the end of the 18th 
century until 1989, for more than two hundred years, the most important period 
in the development of modern nations, the Germans and the Russians became the 
main actors and often the determining factors of Polish security, and their expansive 
actions were accompanied by the collapse of the Polish state on several occasions 

1	 Even though there was a change of government in Poland in 2024, there is no need to fundamentally 
differentiate between the PiS and PO-lead governments’ defence policies because there is general 
continuity in, and a united understanding of threat perceptions prioritising Russia, and defence 
needs centred around national territorial defence capabilities, the bilateral strategic defence 
relationships with the United States and the primacy of NATO in allied defence.
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(1772, 1793, 1795, 1939) and extended periods of occupation (1795–1918, 1939–1944, 
1944–1989). Furthermore, their departure was accompanied by the ‘rebirth’ of the 
Polish state (1918, 1989).

According to many experts, these state collapses, the statelessness, and especially 
the historical role of the Russian Empire and Germany in these, explain why the 
struggle for survival became a strong and integral part of Polish national consciousness, 
and, thus, of the Polish security perception after the re-establishment of independent 
Poland in 1918 (Davies 1991: 14; Grudziński 2008: 72; Pawłuszko 2022: 15–18). 
Historical events affecting Poland in the 20th century – such as the period of strategic 
balancing between Germany and the Soviet Union between the two world wars, the 
fourth partition of the Polish state as a result of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact, and 
its transition to the Soviet sphere of influence after the Second World War – only 
reinforced this conviction of the non-communist Polish political elite. These also 
supplemented Polish strategic culture and security perception with a strong demand 
for hard security guarantees (Zarobny 2019: 63–76).

While there is a consensus among experts that Poland has the potential to become 
a European middle power and that its ambitions should be commensurate with this, 
we can find much more diverse opinions regarding the practical obstacles to this. 
While some believe that the German and Russian great power neighbourhood already 
relativises Poland’s middle power status (Tálas 2000; Pawłuszko 2022: 55–59), 
others believe that the elements of Polish political culture stemming from the lack 
of a permanent statehood are restraining factors (Paw łuszko 2022: 60–61). 
These include emotionality, an inward-looking stance, reluctance to reflect and plan, 
and the distrust towards other actors (Zybała 2016: 48–49). Still others believe 
that Poland is unable to meet the criteria of becoming a European middle power 
in terms of economic performance (Bendyk–Bur as 2022: 6–7), and for this 
reason they also consider Poland’s increased importance following the escalation 
of the Russian–Ukrainian war to be only temporary (Paw łuszko 2022: 60). 
However, there is also a consensus among Polish experts that the main focus of 
Polish security policy, as a Central European power, should be on the Central and 
Eastern European region.

These factors also determine Poland’s highly sceptical attitude towards 
European strategic autonomy. Since the Polish political elite did not see / does 
not see any strong great power(s) in Europe that would be able to deter Russia, 
and the behaviour of European continental great powers – like Germany and 
France – is often considered too permissive towards Russia, Poles look to the 
United States and the U.S.-led NATO as the main guarantors of Polish security 
(Żur awski vel Gr ajewski 2022: 109–110).
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The tr ansfor ming foci of Polish 
secur ity policy after 1989

Polish security policy after the 1989 change of regime can be broadly divided into 
two major periods: the first covers the 1990s, the period when Poland followed 
the doctrine of independent security and defence, while the second covers the 
decades of the 21st century, when Warsaw strengthened its security as a member 
of alliance systems (Ochyr a-Żur awsk a – Ochyr a 2022: 33). While in the 
first period Poland still had to maintain its mass conscript army, in the second it 
transited to a professional military force, maintaining conscription, but suspending 
mandatory military service in peacetime (ISAP 2009). In the latter, Poland was 
also motivated, like other new NATO Member States in Central and Eastern 
Europe, by its increasing participation in allied missions, to which, according to 
Polish law, Warsaw was not allowed to send conscript soldiers. Almost all Polish 
security policy experts frame the country’s accession to NATO in 1999 as the most 
important security policy milestone of the decades since the change of regime 
in 1989 (Czaputowicz 2014: 15–31).

Compared to Central and Eastern European countries Warsaw has been extremely 
sceptical of the European Union’s foreign and security policy from the very beginning. 
In addition to NATO membership and the strategic alliance with the United States, 
the Polish political elite first officially started talking about EU membership as the 
third pillar guaranteeing Polish security only in 2009 (Kuźniar 2012: 339–340).

Sometimes doubts arose among the Polish political elite regarding NATO’s 
reliability, especially at times when the alliance’s reaction to certain security policy 
developments was not considered decisive enough – for example, regarding the 2008 
Russo–Georgian war or the illegal Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014. When, 
in parallel, Warsaw did not consider its own military reforms successful enough, 
this kind of dissatisfaction led to undertaking significant development of its own 
defence capabilities as a key task after 2012, and actually starting to do so after 2017 
(Tálas 2014: 17–35; R aubo 2022).

Based on Polish strategic documents, the years spanning between 1989 and 2023 
can be divided into five major periods in terms of changes in Polish security and 
defence policy:

	◆ 1989–1999, characterised as a period of providing for the country’s security 
independently

	◆ 2000–2006, characterised by adaptation efforts following NATO membership 
(and partly EU membership)

	◆ 2007–2011, the period of transition to a professional military force
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	◆ 2012–2015, dominated by the strategic review run by the Civic Platform (PO), 
and subsequently by the Komorowski Doctrine, which turned towards 
territorial defence and the development of domestic capabilities (Doktryna 
Komorowskiego 2014: 1–2)

	◆ 2015– in which Law and Justice (PiS) conducted its own strategic review 
and embarked on the technical modernisation of the Polish Armed Forces

Poland’s r elationship with gr eat powers

After the 1989 change of regime, Polish security policy followed the doctrine of 
assuring its security independently until its accession to NATO in 1999. Since 
Warsaw’s relations with the neighbouring great powers (Germany, the Soviet Union/
Russia) and the United States played a decisive role in this, we cannot ignore a brief 
and sketchy overview of these relations.

Polish–Russian relations

Looking back, one of the biggest changes in Polish–Russian relations was paradoxically 
not Poland’s accession to NATO, but Vladimir Putin’s rise to power in 2000. Putin 
believed from the beginning that Moscow should make a determined effort to 
reduce the influence of the United States in Eastern and Central Europe, and he also 
spoke out strongly against NATO’s further eastern expansion (Zięba 2018: 9–34; 
Konferencja Ambasadorów R P 2023: 16–17). However, it was not these steps, or even 
Poland’s accession to the European Union that really cooled Polish–Russian relations, 
but Poland’s support for the colour revolutions in the post-Soviet region – primarily 
the Orange Revolution in Ukraine in 2004–2005. After this, Moscow threatened 
Warsaw with the suspension of gas supplies for the first time. The plan to install an 
element of the long-planned American missile defence system on Polish territory 
in 2007 also caused tension, and the Russian leadership threatened Warsaw once 
again, if the plan was implemented (Tálas 2007: 1–4).

Regarding Russian ambitions, the Russo–Georgian war of August 2008 was a 
serious warning for Warsaw, but the Polish and Baltic political leaders failed to draw 
the attention of the West, which was at the time busy dealing with the international 
financial and economic crisis (Tálas 2014: 17–35).

The Smolensk disaster of 10 April 2010, in which Polish President Lech Kaczyński 
and his wife, as well as 78 other members of the country’s political and military 
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elite lost their lives, not only devastated Poland, but also sharply and permanently 
divided political sides. While the left-wing and conservative-liberal political camp 
believes that it was a terrible accident, which case should be considered investigated, 
closed and must be overcome (Prezydent.pl 2011), the national-conservative camp, 
led by the late president’s twin brother, Jaroslaw Kaczyński, denies that there was an 
accident, suspects an assassination plot, and over the years has built a narrative – not 
supported by evidence – that Poland was directly targeted by the assassination plot 
(MTI 2023; Rozgonyi 2023).

Finally, we must definitely mention Russia’s military interventions in Ukraine 
(the illegal annexation of Crimea, the Russian support and maintenance of separatism 
in eastern Ukraine, and the escalation of the Russian–Ukrainian war after 24 February 
2022) as factors that have strengthened the Polish political elite’s distrust and fear 
of Russia. They also defined the starting point of Polish defence policy since 2008 
(the Russo–Georgian war) as the aggressive policies and acts of Putin’s Russia 
threaten the security not only of Poland, but of the Central and Eastern European 
region, furthermore, of the whole of Europe. In addition, they sharpened Russian–
Polish antagonism to such an extent that Warsaw became one of the most radical and 
active advocates and instigators of international military support for Ukraine and of 
sanctions against Russia.

Polish–German relations

Polish–German relations since 1989 have shown particular contradictions (Schulz–
Hillebr and 2021; Konferencja Ambasadorów RP 2023: 11–13). Although many 
believe that – similarly to Polish–Russian relations – this bilateral relationship 
is primarily burdened by historical grievances, according to Polish and German 
experts, these play at most a secondary or tertiary role in the development and 
quality of bilateral relations. The same experts define the most important breaking 
point within contemporary Polish–German relations in 2015, when the national-
conservative coalition came to power in Poland. Since then bilateral relations have 
definitely deteriorated (since 2018 the parties have not even held joint government 
meetings). Meanwhile, it is also important to see that despite the deterioration of 
bilateral relations, the rules of cooperation within NATO and the EU protected a 
number of areas from declining bilaterally (Hillebr and 2021: 31).

The Polish–German Treaty on Good Neighbourly Relations and Cooperation 
was signed in June 1991, and both the Polish and German press that time assessed 
the agreement as a historical breakthrough, and some even compared it to the 
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Franco–German reconciliation after World War II. In addition, two factors played 
a decisive role in the improvement of Polish–German relations: first, the fact that 
Germany had become Poland’s largest and most important economic partner, second, 
harmonising relations opened up the possibility of cooperation with the European 
Communities and NATO for Poland. In other words, Warsaw was convinced that 
Germany had indeed become one of the most committed supporters of Poland’s 
integration efforts. So much so, that even Polish experts admit that the successful 
conclusion of accession negotiations with the EU would not have been possible 
without the strong support of Berlin (Ochyr a-Żur awska – Ochyr a 2022: 35).

New points of contention have also risen between the two countries. For example, 
the German policy on Russia, which has often and sharply been criticised in Warsaw, 
on a number of related issues – the construction of the Nord Stream 1 and then 
Nord Stream 2 pipelines, Merkel’s cooperative stance towards Putin – or the issue 
of minority rights of the Polish population living in Germany (as Berlin is unwilling 
to recognise Poles living in Germany as an ethnic minority group). On the German 
side, however, the Polish judicial reform, family and gender policies, and Warsaw’s 
position on immigration and the deepening of European integration have regularly 
been criticised (Hillebr and 2021: 24).

At the same time, an example of successful cooperation within NATO is 
the Multinational Corps HQ Northeast in Szczecin, the command in charge of 
Eastern Flank defence operations of the Alliance. Bilateral military cooperation 
also has significant results, for example in the field of increasing interoperability 
of the land forces, such as through the exchange of staff officers, joint training and 
exercises, or the long-term goal of reassigning battalions of the Polish 10th Armoured 
Cavalry Brigade and the Bundeswehr’s 41st Armoured Grenade Brigade to each 
other (M a linowski 2021: 86). Public opinion has shown a surprisingly high 
level of acceptance of the militaries’ assistance to each other’s defence efforts 
(Kucharczyk–Łada 2021: 33).

Polish–U.S. relations

Relations between Poland and the United States improved and deepened very 
quickly after the change of regime. American administrations followed the political 
transformation of Central and Eastern European countries with special attention, 
whose largest and most populous diasporas live in the U.S. (Winid 2001: 208–231; 
M atysek 2020: 119–138). The importance of Poland was also clearly indicated 
by the visits of American presidents, namely George H. W. Bush (1989, 1992), Bill 
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Clinton (1994, 1997), George W. Bush (2001, 2003, 2007), Barack Obama (2011, 
2014, 2016), Donald Trump (2017) and Joe Biden (2022, 2023), respectively. The U.S. 
Government supported Warsaw in negotiations with Moscow on the withdrawal 
of Soviet troops from Poland, and intelligence sharing between the two countries 
also rapidly deepened.

Polish foreign and security policy has consistently identified the United States 
as a ‘strategic partner’ or ‘the most important partner’ over the past three decades, 
although the reality is more nuanced. Law and Justice (PiS) Party indeed views the 
United States as a strategic partner and the most important guarantor of the security of 
both Poland and the European continent, and therefore seeks to strengthen bilateral 
security and defence cooperation with Washington. The Civic Platform (PO), 
however, prioritised economic, military-technological and scientific cooperation, 
and sought to develop a more balanced relationship between the United States and 
the European Union (and Poland) than PiS (M atysek 2021: 91–92).

It is important to emphasise, however, that the country’s political elite is 
unanimously committed to Atlanticism. This is underpinned by the fact that, since 
1989, Poland has participated in 93 international missions (34 UN, 26 NATO, 14 EU, 
10 OSCE, 7 U.S.-led and 2 other), 18 of which are still ongoing, with NATO taking 
the largest share in term of troops and resources committed. Since 1991, the Polish 
Armed Forces have participated in seven U.S.-led missions, including those in which 
Poland was the only Central European participant (Operation Iraqi Freedom) or 
European contributor (Uphold Democracy). Another sign of the strong security 
commitment to the U.S. is that the country’s defence spending has always been 
around 2% of GDP over the past thirty years, and even the constitution stipulates a 
mandatory level of defence spending (currently at 3%, exceeding NATO expectations) 
(Postolko 2022).

The road to NATO and EU accession

As most Central and Eastern European countries, Poland also witnessed a heated 
debate about possible ways of guaranteeing Polish security between 1989 and 1992. 
During this period, neutrality, the idea of a Central European subregional defence 
alliance, and cooperative security models based on the OSCE framework were raised 
as theoretical options besides joining Western defence organisations (Otłowski 
1998: 113–124). Warsaw’s decision in favour of the latter stemmed mainly from two 
realisations. On the one hand, although the transforming security environment in 
the country’s immediate neighbourhood following the end of the Cold War was 
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clearly favourable, Russia still posed a potential threat from the east (Zając 2014: 
194). On the other hand, after the collapse of the bipolar world order, the United 
States remained the sole, unrivalled global power in world politics for about a 
decade, whose interest was vested not only in maintaining an effective operation 
within NATO but also expanding it, filling the security vacuum in Central Europe 
(Waltz 2000: 18–29).

Polish participation in NATO

The greatest added value of NATO for Poland lies in collective defence, and the 
fact that NATO’s leading power has been the United States seen by the Polish 
political elite as the only actor that can credibly deter Russia from aggressive 
behaviour. Warsaw’s insistence on solid security guarantees stems from Poland’s 
geopolitical situation and troubled past. The perceived Russian threat also explains 
why Poland, as a NATO member has always advocated strengthening the alliance’s 
primary function, collective defence, and has openly criticised any changes that 
were perceived as undermining this function of shifting NATO’s policy focus 
(e.g. the creation of an autonomous European defence, European duplication of 
capabilities) (Kuźniar 2018: 59). Like most Central European countries, Poland 
clearly expected an acceptance to a collective defence alliance. Although Poland has 
participated very actively in the alliance’s international operations, and according to 
some, sometimes even beyond its means, it was always one of those NATO Member 
States which believed that the alliance’s capabilities should be developed in a way 
that maintained a balance between collective defence and ‘out of area’ engagements 
(K lich 2009: 85–93).

In exchange for solid security guarantees, the Polish governments have shown 
strong security policy and military commitment and solidarity towards the Alliance 
and its Member States, primarily towards the United States. Poland took high-stake 
roles in almost all major NATO missions, and the Polish Government regularly 
adopted the United States’ position in disputes within the Alliance. In fact, it often 
went further: in 2003, for example, Poland undertook military roles in the United 
States’ Iraq intervention.

Moreover, since the Russo–Georgian war of August 2008, Warsaw – together 
with the Baltic countries – has perceived Russia as a rapidly growing threat to the 
countries of Central and Eastern Europe, therefore argued that the Alliance should 
focus much more on the challenges posed by Russia (Tálas 2014: 25–27). From then 
on, Warsaw increasingly emphasised the need of strengthening the Alliance’s basic 
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tasks of collective defence and territorial defence, and in Polish–American relations, 
the need for any additional security guarantees provided by the United States 
(Ek 2008: 6). Since Poland could not formally achieve the latter bilaterally, Warsaw 
sought to assume a role in defence issues that would/could make it an inescapably 
important player. In the past two decades, the best opportunity was provided by 
the plans to develop a NATO (from 2004 on) or an American (2007–2009) missile 
defence system deployed in Europe (Nycz 2013: 63–66; A damczyk 2014: 40–44), 
as well as the Russian–Ukrainian war from 2014 and its 2022 escalation.

The costly, negative experience in the Iraq and Afghanistan interventions and then 
stabilisations led to a strong belief that Warsaw should significantly reduce Poland’s 
expeditionary role. This resulted in the ‘Komorowski Doctrine’ announced in 2013, 
which summarised the new direction of Poland’s security strategy in four points:

1.	 The Republic of Poland should shift its strategic priorities from expeditionary 
participation to tasks related to directly ensuring the security and defence 
of the country.

2.	 Poland’s national defence capabilities provide a key pillar and guarantee of 
the country’s security.

3.	 In addition to territorial defence, deterrence capabilities should become 
Polish assets within NATO and the European Union, especially in situations 
where it is difficult to build consensus within the Alliance.

4.	 Poland must strengthen its presence and roles internationally, and represent 
its strategic interests in international organisations, shaping their agenda in 
accordance with Polish interests (Doktryna Komorowskiego 2014: 1–2).

The new strategic direction of Polish security policy – which also became part of 
the 2014 Polish National Security Strategy – essentially put the emphasis on the 
development of national capabilities, while maintaining the prominent role of 
NATO and the United States in Poland’s defence (Fryc 2014: 52–56). As a result, 
the security of Poland today rests on four fundamental pillars: the development of 
national capabilities, the collective defence of NATO, the special security relationship 
with the United States, and Poland’s membership in the European Union. As it was 
shown above, the doctrine of moving towards developing independent military 
capabilities was adopted well before the 2014 illegal annexation of Crimea and the 
Russian support for separatism in eastern Ukraine, which signalled the start of the 
Russian–Ukrainian war.

Therefore, it was no coincidence that Poland initiated strengthening NATO’s 
eastern flank with a rotational military presence in March 2014 (Zając 2014: 197 – 198), 
which was followed by several further steps at the 2014 Newport Summit to 
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strengthen collective defence (Csiki et al. 2014: 113–117). The establishment of 
four multinational battalion-size battlegroups in 2016 under NATO’s Enhanced 
Forward Presence – with Canadian (in Latvia), American (in Poland), German 
(in Lithuania) and British (in Estonia) framework nation roles – was a landmark 
event for Warsaw. As the next step, another four such multinational battlegroups were 
created in 2022 – with Italian (in Bulgaria), French (in Romania), Czech (in Slovakia) 
and Hungarian (in Hungary) framework nations – to be increased to brigade level 
(each with 3–5,000 personnel) by the end of 2023 (Csiki Varga – Tálas 2023: 4). 
In addition, the United States also increased the number of American troops in Poland 
in the bilateral framework, so that more than 10,000 troops are currently stationing 
in the country, while a forward deployed element of the HQ of the 5th U.S. Corps 
was deployed to Poznan (Camp Kościuszko) (PISM 2023).

In addition to strengthening NATO’s core collective defence mission, Poland 
has also been one of the most active advocates of the Alliance’s enlargement since 
1999. This was the case with the Baltic countries (2004) and then the membership 
of Ukraine and Georgia (2008), as well as Albania, Croatia (2009), Montenegro 
(2017) and North Macedonia (2020). Polish support for the NATO membership 
of the Baltic states, Ukraine and Georgia is closely linked to the so-called ‘Ukraine–
Lithuania–Belarus Doctrine’, which assumes that a key guarantee of Poland’s security 
is the independent statehood of these nations (Mitrovics 2023a; 2023b; 2023c).

After 2014 Poland became one of Ukraine’s main supporters, and, since 2016, 
along with the United States, the United Kingdom and Canada, it has been one of 
the most important training and logistical supporters of the Ukrainian armed forces 
(Miłosz 2022). In response to the Russian troop deployments around Ukraine 
in 2021, Poland was supplying weapons to Ukraine since early 2022, and following 
the escalation of the Russian–Ukrainian war, Warsaw has been one of Ukraine’s 
most committed and active supporters (and provided Ukraine with nearly 4 billion 
Euros worth of aid by mid-2023, including 3 billion Euros (or nearly 1% of Poland’s 
GDP) in military support (Ukraine Support Tracker 2023).

Polish participation in the European Union

The new Polish political elite that came to power after the change of regime sees 
the European Union primarily as an international organisation that promotes 
Poland’s economic modernisation (Szynol 2014: 211). They consider NATO to 
be the organisation most relevant to Polish security, and have always opposed any 
European effort that is believed to potentially weaken the North Atlantic Alliance. 
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Polish leaders are sceptical of the effectiveness of the EU’s Common Security and 
Defence Policy (CSDP), primarily due to the diverging strategic interests of EU 
Member States. They also see the lack of an integrating force in the EU that the 
United States represents within NATO.

Although initially very distrustful, Warsaw eventually came to support CSDP 
between 1999 and 2011, as politically it could not afford to be left out of such an 
important EU initiative. The first Polish steps took place in May 2003: Warsaw offered 
1,500 soldiers to carry out EU crisis management (Petersberg) tasks; then from the 
spring of 2004 participated in the development of the EU Battlegroup Concept. 
In 2006, Warsaw decided to establish joint multinational battlegroups (a ‘German-
led’ with Germany, Slovakia, Lithuania and Latvia; a ‘Weimar Battlegroup’ with 
Germany and France, and the ‘V4’ Battlegroup with the Visegrád countries), and even 
assumed the role of a framework nation in the latter (Zięba 2012: 160–162). From 
July 2004, Poland joined the European Defence Agency (EDA). The confidence of 
Polish decision-makers in CSDP was also significantly boosted by the Lisbon Treaty 
for its solidarity clause and Article 42.7 on mutual assistance, which also explicitly 
contains a collective defence provision (Bonde 2009: 41, 146–147). Since 2009, 
Warsaw has been talking about three external pillars of Poland’s security: NATO, 
the European Union and the United States (Kuźniar 2012: 339–343).

However, the support for CSDP and the increased Polish confidence in the 
EU’s defence policy did not mean that Poland also supported the concept of 
European strategic autonomy. For the reasons mentioned earlier, it also did not 
see Poland’s contribution to EU missions as changing the attitude of European 
powers towards Polish security needs for stronger support (for example, in relation 
to Georgia or Ukraine), despite the fact that Poland, the sixth largest country in the 
EU, ranks fifth in terms of participation in the organisation’s military operations 
(Żur awski vel Gr ajewski 2022: 113–114).

Moreover, Polish confidence in the European Union as a security policy actor 
stalled from the end of the 2000s and began to weaken again. The various crises 
affecting Europe (and more broadly, the West), and the debates surrounding the 
European Union’s crisis management steps played a decisive role in this. Not to 
mention the fact that since the fall of 2015, a Eurosceptic political force (PiS) came to 
power in Poland, which was sharply critical of the Union in terms of both its internal 
and external policies. PiS often portrayed the EU as a threat to Polish sovereignty 
in its political communication (Kuźniar 2018: 66). In addition, previous Polish 
reservations versus strategic autonomy, such as the lack of a hegemonic European 
integrating force, the diversity of national security priorities of EU Member States, 
the lack of a ‘European’ political nation and the associated European solidarity, 
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the low level of European defence budgets, and the lack of European military 
capabilities, persisted (Żur awski vel Gr ajewski 2022: 109–110). Specific 
Polish arguments against European autonomy included the German–Russian 
cooperation in the construction of Nord Stream 2, the (later not realised) sale 
of Mistral helicopter carriers to Russia by France, and the construction of a 
Russian military training centre in Mulino (near Nizhny Novgorod) equipped 
with modern Bundeswehr technology sold by the German company Rheinmetall 
(Żur awski vel Gr ajewski 2022: 113–114).

As a result, the national-conservative Polish elite found itself in a very peculiar 
situation at the end of the 2010s: even though Poland participates in all European 
defence initiatives – and since it identifies itself as a European middle power, it could 
not do otherwise – it is far from being as proactive as one would expect from a 
European middle power. However, many believe that Warsaw manages the EU’s 
common security and defence policy according to its weight: Polish firms are 
participating in 13 PESCO projects, and are observers in another 17, and also have 
been coordinating the Special Forces Medical Training Centre (SMTC) project since 
2019. Besides being a member of EDA and several EU Battlegroups, Warsaw has also 
participated in 14 EU missions since 1994 (three of which are currently ongoing). 2 

The Russian–Ukrainian war significantly increased Poland’s prestige not only 
within NATO, but also within the European Union. Partly because the escalation 
confirmed Polish concerns about Russian aggression that had been voiced for 
years, and partly because the geopolitical situation of the Russian−Ukrainian 
war permanently increased the importance of Poland, neighbouring Ukraine, 
and finally also because it once again strengthened the relationship between the 
United States and Europe, putting the question of European strategic autonomy 
on hold for a while, which corresponds to Polish strategic aspirations. Another 

2	 Poland participates in the following projects: 1. Military Mobility (coordinator: Netherlands); 
2. European Secure Software-Defined Radio – ESSOR (coordinator: France); 3. European 
Logistics Centre Network and Support for Operations (coordinator: Germany); 4. Maritime 
Semi-Autonomous Mine Countermeasures – MAS MCM (coordinator: Belgium); 5. Port and 
Maritime Surveillance and Protection – HARMSPRO (coordinator: Italy); 6. Rapid Response 
Teams and Mutual Assistance in Cybersecurity (coordinator: Lithuania); 7. EU Radio Navigation 
Solution – EURAS (coordinator: France); 8. Integrated Unmanned Ground Systems – IUGS 
(coordinator: Estonia); 9. Integrated European Joint Training and Simulation Centre – EUROSIM 
(coordinator: Hungary); 10. European Medical Command (coordinator: Germany); 11. EU 
Collaborative Warfare Capabilities – ECoWAR (coordinator: France); 12. Protection of Space 
Assets – DoSA (coordinator: France) (Ministry of National Defence Republic of Poland 2022).
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important factor in increasing its prestige is that Poland is one of the most committed 
supporters of Ukraine in political, military and humanitarian terms towards 
Ukraine (Bendyk–Bur as 2022; Pawłuszko 2022: 55–57). Warsaw has also 
provided support for all EU initiatives aimed at increasing European military 
capabilities, which could enable the European Union Member States to participate 
more in the continent’s defence, thus relieving the United States of the burden 
(Żur awski vel Gr ajewski 2022: 118–121).

The Polish Ar med Forces

The Armed Forces of the Republic of Poland are designated to safeguard the interests 
of Poland and conduct armed combat, they are one of the main elements of the 
Polish defence system and the basis of the country’s defence potential. They are 
also the fundamental institution established for the implementation of Polish 
security and defence policy (Sejm of the Republic of Poland 2022: Articles 11.1, 11.2). 
According to the Polish Constitution, their main task is to protect the independence 
and territorial integrity of Poland, as well as to ensure the security and inviolability 
of the Polish state borders (Konstytucja RP 2023: Article 26). However, one must 
see that the importance of these tasks in the Polish case also strongly depends on 
how the country’s political elite judges the actual state of the security environment 
and its changes; and how it prioritises threats and challenges affecting the country. 
For example, a serious turning point in the development and status of the Polish 
military was brought about by NATO accession (1999), participation in the Alliance’s 
international crisis management and stabilisation missions, the global financial and 
economic crisis (2008–2012), the Russian–Ukrainian war in 2014, and its escalation 
since 2022, to name just the most important events.

The tasks of the armed forces

In connection with the above-mentioned core functions, the Polish Armed 
Forces have a number of tasks, which can be grouped into the following three 
major batches. First, ensuring the defence of the state and resistance to aggression 
against the state within the framework of allied commitments, i.e. to maintaining 
the deployability of troops to ensure the protection and inviolability of Poland’s 
borders, to counterterrorism actions and to resolve local or regional armed conflicts, 
as well as to participation in domestic and foreign defence operations. Second, 
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participation in stabilising the international security environment and in crisis 
and humanitarian assistance operations, i.e. peacekeeping and crisis management 
operations conducted by NATO, the EU and the United Nations, as well as other 
operations arising from international agreements; and maintaining forces and 
capabilities suitable for participation in humanitarian operations conducted by 
international, governmental and other organisations. Third, supporting domestic 
security and assisting the population, including by controlling and protecting 
airspace, supporting the protection of land borders and territorial waters, and 
conducting reconnaissance and intelligence activities. In addition: controlling 
radioactive, chemical and biological contamination in the country; clearing the 
territory of explosives and dangerous objects of military origin; conducting search 
and rescue activities; and supporting state authorities, public administration and 
the population in responding to threats (Ministerstwo Obrony Narodowej s. a.).

As can be seen in Polish strategic documents, the tasks of the Armed Forces have 
gradually been expanding with military elements of countering newly emerging, 
such as cyber or hybrid, threats.

Currently Poland have been participating in 9 international operations carried 
out under the auspices of the UN, NATO and the EU. About 1,400 soldiers and 
military personnel are participating in them. Of these, three CSDP and one UN 
missions, as well as four NATO operations and one ad-hoc international coalition 
operations. The Polish Armed Forces are participating with most troops in NATO’s 
KFOR in Kosovo, the UN UNIFIL mission in Lebanon, NATO’s tailored Forward 
Presence (tFP) in Romania and its enhanced Forward Presence (eFP) in Latvia, 
and the United States’ Operation Inherent Resolve against ISIS in the Middle East 
(Misje s. a.; Misje zagraniczne z udziałem polskich żołnierzy s. a.).

According to the Polish Homeland Defence Act, the armed forces in Poland 
may participate in disaster management, counterterrorism, the protection of public 
properties, search and rescue operations, operations aimed at saving or protecting 
human health and life, cyberspace protection, clearing areas of explosives and 
hazardous materials of military origin and their disposal, and performing tasks 
related to crisis management (Sejm of the Republic of Poland 2022: Article 11.3). 
This has been illustrated in recent years by the response operation to the coronavirus 
pandemic in 2020 (Ministerstwo Obrony Narodowej 2021; Powałko 2022: 18–39), 
and involvement of the armed forces in closing the Belarusian–Polish border from 
irregular mass immigration. For example, in 2022, around 15,000 soldiers were 
involved in border guard duties, their number was reduced to 1,300 by the summer 
of 2023, only to be increased again to 10,000 after the Wagner Group appeared in 
Belarus in July (A l Shehabi 2023).
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The structure and key assets of the armed forces

The Polish Armed Forces have five branches: Land Forces (Wojska Lądowe – WL), 
Air Force (Siły Powietrzne – SP), Naval Forces (Marynarka Wojenna – MW), as 
well as Special Operations Forces (Wojska Specjalne – WS), which were declared 
an independent branch of the Armed Forces in 2007, and Territorial Defence 
Forces (Wojska Obrony Terytorialnej – WOT), which had been upgraded to an 
independent branch in 2017 (Ministerstwo Obrony Narodowej 2023).

Personnel

The official number of professional soldiers in the Polish Armed Forces in the end 
of 2024 was 205,100 (PAP 2024). This meant that the number of the Polish Armed 
Forces decreased by 50% compared to 1990 (414,000), and has fallen by only 15% 
since 1999 (240,000) (Rochowicz 2019). However, it is important to point out 
that, on the one hand, before joining NATO, during the period of self-sustained 
security, the size of the army was intentionally kept very high, while on the other 
hand, the size of the army was the lowest in the first period after the transition to a 
professional army, that is, between 2010 and 2015 (99,000–100,000, or 41–42% of 
the 1999 number) (K ajetanowicz 2021: 85–97).

The Polish governments communicate to the domestic and international public 
a higher military strength than the official number underpinned by the budget 
(for example, 164,100 people in 2022, 172,500 people in 2023) (Istel 2023). According 
to the Polish Ministry of Defence on 28 June 2024, the Polish Armed Forces were 
consisted of: almost 139,500 professional soldiers; more than 4,800 professional 
soldiers in training; more than 2,500 soldiers in Voluntary General Military 
Service (DZSW, Dobrowolna Zasadnicza Służba Wojskowa) in training; almost 
17,500 soldiers in Voluntary General Military Service (DZSW, Dobrowolna 
Zasadnicza Służba Wojskowa); almost 35,000 soldiers in Territorial Military Service 
(TSW, Terytorialna Służba Wojskowa) (Ciślak 2024). The professional strength 
of the armed forces (134,362 professional soldiers) as of 31 December 2023 was as 
follows: 134 generals; 22,574 officers; 52,223 NCOs; 59,421 privates (Ciślak 2024).

According to the current force development plans, the strength of the Polish 
Armed Forces is planned to be increased to 300,000 by 2035, consisting of: 187,127 
professional soldiers, 9,373 professional soldiers in training, 3,000 soldiers performing 
voluntary military service during training (first-year students of military academies), 
50,000 soldiers performing voluntary military service and 50,000 non-professional 
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soldiers performing territorial defence military service (Piek arski 2023: 18; 
Ciślak 2024). It is currently not possible to assess whether demographic processes 
and budgetary conditions will allow the implementation of this extremely ambitious 
plan (Piek arski 2023: 33–37).

The organisational structure and equipment of the armed forces

Following the 2012 Defence Review, the transformation of the Polish Land Forces 
(WL) reached the point of formulating a comprehensive modernisation program 
covering the entire Polish Armed Forces in 2013 (Lipka–Smur a 2014: 12). However, 
this was only partially implemented, partly due to insufficient resources and partly 
due to the change of government in 2015. The new coalition – similarly to the practice 
of many Central and Eastern European countries – ordered a new defence review 
in 2016, citing partly the changes in the security policy environment and partly the 
previous government’s flawed ideas of the defence reform (Ministerstwo Obrony 
Narodowej 2016). This resulted in the defence reform program adopted two years 
later, in November 2018, which is still ongoing after amendments in 2019 and in 2022.

The backbone of the Polish Armed Forces is formed by four divisions of the 
Land Forces (WL), three of which are mechanised and one is armoured. The Land 
Forces also have four independent brigades and 11 independent regiments (Military 
Units s. a.). The main armaments of the ground forces in 2023 consisted of 538 tanks 
(Leopard 2, PT-91 Twardy, T-72, K2 Black Panther, M1 Abrams), 1981 armoured 
fighting vehicles (BWP-1, Rosomak Hitfist-30), 701 self-propelled artillery pieces 
(2S1 Goździk, M120 Rak, 1977 Dana, K9 Thunder, AHS Krab), and 206 multiple 
rocket launchers (BM-21 Grad, WR-40 Langusta, RM-70/85, M142 HIMARS, 
K239 Chunmoo) (Kucharski 2019; Wachowski 2020; Michaluk 2022b; 
Ciślak 2023b; M ałecki 2023; Sabak 2023).

According to many experts, the Polish Air Force (SP) was the most developed 
branch of the Polish Armed Forces after 1990. The Air Force was the first to receive, 
from the early to mid-2000s, a relatively large amount of modern Polish, European 
and American equipment and weapons, such as CASA C-295 (2003 – 2013), 
F16 (2006 – 2008) and C-130 (2009–2012) aircraft and Orbiter UAVs (2005) 
(Szopa 2022b). Today, the Polish Air Force has two tactical aviation regiments, 
each consisting of 3 squadrons, an air transport group consisting of 3 squadrons, an 
air training group consisting of 7 squadrons, an air defence missile brigade, and a 
radio engineering brigade (Piek arski 2023: 9–10). Two of the tactical aviation 
regiment’s squadrons consist of MiG-29s, one Su-22 and three F-16s. The MiG-29s are 
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planned to be transferred to Ukraine, while the Su-22s are expected to be withdrawn 
from service. The air transport group has American C-130 and C 295M CASA and 
Polish M28 Bryza aircraft commissioned (Michaluk 2022a; Szopa 2022a; 2022b; 
Ciślak 2023a), as well as W-3, Mi-8, Mi-17, Mi-2 helicopters. The air training group 
operates M-346 Bielik, PZL-130 Orlik and M28 Bryza aircraft, as well as SW-4 and 
Mi-2 helicopters (Szopa 2022a; 2022b).

Within the Polish Armed Forces, the naval forces were the most poorly financed 
branch, and suffered the greatest reduction since the change of regime. During the 
Warsaw Pact period, the Polish Navy had the closest relationship with the Soviet 
military, as Soviet war plans assigned it a major task by occupying the Jutland 
Peninsula (Denmark) and ensuring the supremacy of the USSR in the Baltic Sea 
(Lipk a–Smur a 2014: 73–74). According to experts, in addition to underfunding, 
the lack of a concept in Polish military thinking regarding the navy, as well as the deep 
economic crisis hitting Polish shipbuilding, also contributed to this branch of the 
armed forces becoming the most neglected within the Polish armed forces. Poland’s 
accession to NATO did not change this situation much, as Polish military leaders 
could not really find the proper function of the navy within the armed forces, thus, 
this branch has consistently remained de-prioritised (Smur a–Oleksiejuk 2022: 
8–12). The Polish Navy consists of three major units, the 3rd Naval Flotilla, the 
8th Coastal Defence Flotilla and the Naval Air Brigade. In 2023, the main naval 
units of the Polish Navy included 2 frigates, 2 corvettes, 3 fast attack crafts and 
1 submarine – while most of the naval units were aging. The Naval Air Brigade was 
equipped with PZL M28 aircraft, as well as W-3, SH-2G, Mi-14, Mi-2 and AW101 
helicopters (Forsal 2021; Wilewski 2023; Smur a–Oleksiejuk 2022: 16–18; 
Lipk a 2022; Piek arski 2023: 10–11).

The Special Operations Forces have been considered an independent branch of the 
Polish Armed Forces since 2007, which include six independent special operations 
units (Piek arski 2023: 11). This branch is the best known and most respected 
part of the Polish Armed Forces due to its successful participation in missions run 
by NATO and the United States (Lipk a–Smur a 2014: 87–93). It uses Mi-17 and 
S-70i Black Hawk helicopters to carry out its tasks.

The Territorial Defence Forces (WOT) are the fifth and youngest branch 
of the Polish Armed Forces, which were classified as an independent branch of 
the Armed Forces in 2017 after two years of preparation. The territorial defence 
brigades of the WOT had been established – basically from moving east to west 
in geographical sense – from 2016 onwards, so that today there are 20 territorial 
defence brigades covering the whole territory of the country. At the end of 2024, 
the WOT consisted of 20 brigades (70 battalions and 199 light infantry companies) 
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with more than 42,500 soldiers, of which 36,000 were territorial military service, 
6,400 professional soldiers and 140 active reserve soldiers. In 2016, the original goal 
of establishing a territorial defence force of 53,000 was set, but this has not yet been 
achieved (MilMag 2022). The WOT has an independent command and two training 
centres: the Territorial Defence Forces Training Centre – CSWOT (Toruń), and the 
Communication and Information Technology Training Centre – CSŁiI (Zegrze), 
which also houses the command (Ministerstwo Obrony Narodowej 2023).

Outlook

In the 35 years since the change of regime, Poland has been one of the most sensitive 
and reactive countries in the Central and Eastern European region to changes in the 
European security environment. Polish political leaders have tried to seize the most 
opportunities in the country’s alliance systems with great pragmatism, often taking on 
serious burden to be considered ‘a good ally’ by its partners and to be able to credibly 
guarantee the security of Poland and Polish society. At the same time, Poland has also 
practised harsh criticism and initiated debates within the same relationships if allies 
were perceived as taking a path that was different from Poland’s interests. In the early 
2010s, Warsaw realised early that the country’s security environment was deteriorating 
rapidly and that its own armed forces must take on much greater responsibility 
for sustaining Polish security than before. The Polish political and military elite 
unequivocally sees the increasingly aggressive Russia as the main cause of this.

This is also one of the main motives of the currently ongoing military reform. 
Due to the growing threat, the Polish leadership plans to establish two additional 
combined arms divisions in the land forces, to be stationed in the central part of 
the country. Due to the threat, it believes that the Polish Air Force should have at 
least 160 combat aircraft, instead of the current 95–97, and that it is necessary to 
modernise the helicopter fleet of the armed forces while also reducing the number 
of types of rotary-wing aircraft, as the Polish military currently operate 11 types of 
helicopters (Ciślak 2023a). It also intends to modernise the naval flotillas, which 
means not only replacing obsolete ships with a new generation, but also putting 
new equipment into service, the capabilities of which the Polish Navy has never 
had before in its history, such as long-range anti-ship missiles (Wilewski 2023).

It is easy to see that these ambitious development goals can only be achieved 
within the framework of a serious and extremely costly modernisation program. 
That is why the Polish Government plans to spend about 524 billion Zlotys (about 
133 billion U.S. dollars) on 24 priority programs for the technical modernisation 
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of the Polish Armed Forces in the period from 2021 to 2035 (Ministerstwo Obrony 
Narodowej 2019). These plans clearly demonstrate that Poland has embarked on an 
extremely ambitious military development program even by European standards, 
and intends to create one of the strongest military forces on the continent.

According to Polish experts, the Polish governments may face obstacles upon 
realising these goals in two areas. On the one hand, from a financial point of view, 
because it is far from certain that the Polish economy will be able to sustainably 
generate the resources necessary for the large-scale military modernisation, and 
on the other hand, in terms of human resources, because it is questionable whether 
there will be enough suitable candidates for the new military force planned to reach 
250–300 thousand troops in the all-volunteer force.

Since the Polish political elite is fundamentally distrustful of the European 
Union’s defence capabilities and the solidarity of Western Member States with 
regard to the security of Eastern Member States (namely withstanding Russian 
aggression), they reject the idea and aspirations of European strategic autonomy. 
This rejection does not mean, however, that Poland does not support or wish to 
participate in EU security and defence initiatives that could improve and expand 
the EU’s military capabilities. Rather, Poland sees these efforts as complementary to 
NATO’s capabilities, and it seeks to ensure that others also see them as such. From 
this perspective, the modernisation of the Polish military is a tool with which the 
Polish Government, in addition to protecting the country and NATO’s eastern flank, 
also seeks to achieve increased political authority and influence to counterbalance 
the influence of those Member States (especially France and Germany) that it 
considers to be the most important and influential representatives of European 
strategic autonomy (Żur awski vel Gr ajewski 2022: 118–121).
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