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Abstract: The deteriorated security situation in Europe has contributed to a renewed focus on 
Nordic defence cooperation. Recent political statements indicate an increased interest among 
the Nordic states to strengthen regional security cooperation in times of peace, crisis and con-
flict. Nonetheless, the main obstacles preventing close integration remain in place, in particu-
lar the different strategic orientations when it comes to NATO and EU membership among 
the Nordics. While this is well known among scholars, less emphasis has been on the lower-
level challenges Nordic defence cooperation initiatives has met. Bureaucratic mismatches and 
diverging industrial interests can have an important negative impact on politically endorsed 
projects. Governance entrepreneurs can not only undermine a specific project, but may also 
contribute negatively to the larger political climate between states. This article will illustrate 
the argument with several cases of botched Swedish-Norwegian cooperation, with particular 
emphasis on the Archer artillery project. This was a politically prestigious joint procurement 
project which failed, with significant souring of political relations as a result. 
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Introduction

The Nordic region’s strategic and geopolitical significance has shifted after the Russian 
annexation of Crimea and incursion into Ukraine. The growing Russian military and po-
litical assertiveness in the broader Nordic-Baltic region has made the region a strategic 
hot-bed, and several key allies of the Nordic countries, like the UK and USA, now increas-
ingly see the Nordics and the Baltics as comprising one operational theatre. Also, among 
the Nordic countries, feelings of interdependence have gained momentum. In 2015, the 
Nordic defence ministers issued a joint opinion on the need for enhanced defence coop-
eration in the face of an unpredictable Russia;1 and NATO Secretary General Jens Stol-
tenberg stressed the importance of Nordic defence cooperation as a way to strengthen 
security in the Nordic-Baltic region.2 In May 2016, US President Obama invited the Nor-
dic prime ministers jointly to Washington for a US–Nordic summit and encouraged them 
to ‘stick together’, further advancing the Nordics as a common force.3 In 2018 the Nordic 
defence ministers declared that they ‘will improve our defence capability and cooperation 
in peace, crisis and conflict’.4

This increased Nordic security interdependence has been described as a ‘new norm’ – 
which gives rise to fresh questions about the Nordic countries and regional security and 
defence cooperation. Since the creation of Nordic Defence Cooperation (NORDEFCO) 
in 2009, cooperation in the security and defence domain has fluctuated between mo-
mentums and disincentives and has often proven surprisingly complex and challenging. 
The Nordic region constitutes a regional cluster of conflicts of interest and institutional 
complexity that creates its own systems of both cooperation and competition. The many 
fault-lines have made regional defence cooperation challenging, conflict-ridden and sub-
ject to setbacks in recent years. 

Perhaps the most prevalent impediment to Nordic defence cooperation has been the dis-
parity in institutional configurations and affiliations, leading to diverging – and some-
times incompatible –lines in defence and foreign policy. Finland and Sweden are formally 
non-aligned and remain outside NATO, but contribute fully to the EU Common Security 
and Defence Policy (CSDP); Iceland and Norway remain outside the EU, but are members 
of NATO. Denmark is a member of both the EU and NATO, but has opted out of CSDP 
defence matters.

A different explanation for the challenges experienced lies with bureaucratic mismatches 
between the Nordic defence administrations, which in turn have led to poor communica-
tion and differences in perceptions between key stakeholders – with the potential to set 
negative precedents for Nordic cooperation as regards defence materiel. Furthermore, 

1	 Søreide et al. 2015.
2	 NATO News 2015.
3	 Harris 2016.
4	 NORDEFCO 2018.
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the Nordic states’ respective defence industries have served as both a generator for but 
also impediment to Nordic defence cooperation – with impediments often being the con-
sequence of overlapping industrial competences that are subject to differing ownership 
structures and industrial strategies. However, this industrial aspect of Nordic security 
cooperation has received little analytical scrutiny.

In order to understand the character of Nordic security and defence cooperation today – 
and its future prospects – it is essential to be aware of the institutionalized bureaucratic 
practices and industrial interests at play at the implementing level of Nordic defence plan-
ning and cooperation. This grassroots level of analysis shows that bureaucratic practices 
and industrial concerns are deeply involved in setting the premises for regional defence 
cooperation – even operating with a degree of autonomy that allows them to propel po-
litical initiatives into uncharted areas.

By showing how the practices of local actors (specifically: defence bureaucracies and in-
dustries) influence the shaping of policies for regional cooperation, this article aims to 
contribute to explaining how regional security conditions and dynamics can prove dif-
ficult despite good intensions. The relationship between Norway and Sweden is taken as 
the point of departure because these two countries have been central in the development 
of Nordic security and defence cooperation as it has advanced from 2009. More specifi-
cally, the article will use the case of the failed joint artillery procurement, the Archer sys-
tem, to illustrate the crucial role both bureaucracies and industry can have in implement-
ing, or undermining, defence cooperation in practice. 

In the following the article will first briefly discuss a set of theoretical approaches to study-
ing regional security policies, before introducing Nordic defence cooperation. In the fol-
lowing sections the Norwegian and Swedish defence bureaucracies, as well as the Nordic 
defence industry will be discussed. After that, the case of the failed Archer project will 
be assessed in more detail, demonstrating the influence of the local actors, which we will 
label governance entrepreneurs. The ensuing analysis aims to offer a more ‘agency-sensi-
tive’ understanding of recent changes and developments in the sphere of Nordic security. 
The article will conclude with a reflection of the lessons learned and the future of Nordic 
defence cooperation. 
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Analysing Nordic Security

In an article back in 1994, Iver B. Neumann used the terms outside-in and inside-out 
to describe how a region is generated.5 The former, he argued, is typically focused on 
big power geopolitics, while that latter is cultural integrations leading to what Karl W. 
Deutsch called a security community. Applying this in the Nordic context, he held that 
the inside-out factors had been as important as outside-in factors. The Nordic relative 
peace and stability was primarily a result of clever policies of the Nordic states, not a de-
liberate superpower restraint.6

Building on this model, we could say that in the outside-in perspective, geopolitics and 
global levers – external push factors – are considered the dominant factors explaining the 
evolution of Nordic security policies. The inside-out perspective would rather put empha-
sis on internal patterns of enmity and amity – generated internally by history, politics and 
material conditions.

From an outside-in perspective, one can argue that since 2014, European security has be-
come more forcefully structured between Russia on one side, and NATO and the transat-
lantic link on the other.7 The Nordics are located at the intersection of these two poles, as 
evidenced by the patterns of military exercises in the Nordic region, incidents of Russian 
overflights over Swedish territory, and the recent deployment of several NATO battalions 
in the Baltic states and Poland. The argument is thus that the Nordic region predomi-
nantly is defined negatively, by its surrounding geopolitical environment. For example, 
Breitenbauch sees this dynamic as the inescapable geopolitical situation of the Nordics; a 
spatial situation that they will continuously be ‘thrown’ into.8 Intensified Nordic security 
cooperation as a response to increased Russian assertiveness in the Baltic Sea since 2014 
is one example where exogenous actions have created conditions for renewed political 
integration in the Nordic space. Similarly, the end of the Cold War made it possible for 
new political dynamics to emerge.9 Within this interpretation, political region-making is 
essentially mediated by exogenous security relationships – by the structure and behaviour 
of global superpowers, or the outside–in.

5	 Neumann 1994.
6	 Neumann’s argument is that rather than weighing the inside-out and outside-in factors 

against each other, one should ask who it is that draws the line between the inside and the 
outside of the region, thus building something as a region (58). The political construction of 
the Nordic region is not the focus in this article, but we will nonetheless borrow his terminol-
ogy to illustrate the policy flows in Nordic security. 

7	 Breitenbauch 2015, 120.
8	 Ibid.
9	 Breitenbauch 2015, 116; Forsberg 2013, 1175.
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However, although the structural conditions for Nordic cooperation might be given, this 
approach face limitations in explaining regional change. According to this logic, domestic 
changes towards integration must happen in connection with externally given shifts. This 
is problematic, as it pays little attention to alternative sources of change inside regions, 
and the role of local agents in constituting and shaping the Nordic security region. This 
in turn relates back to the question of regional creators, agency and change. Here, the 
inside-out refers to the internal processes in which the concerns generated within a region 
produces a regional policy: regional actors define a problem and interact to produce a col-
lective response over the issue. Enhancing Nordic cooperation because of Russia’s actions 
since 2014is a case in point. As the five Nordic defence ministers put it in 2015: “The Nor-
dic countries meet the present situation through solidarity and enhanced cooperation”.10 
However, while this statement sets the framework for future regional interaction, to what 
extent does it actually reflect the dynamics between relevant actors on ground? 

We will argue that to grasp the dynamics of regional cooperation we should begin with 
the premise that in everything that politicians do, there is always a practical substratum 
of actors operating in parallel that does not necessarily derive from conscious delibera-
tion, thoughtful reflection, or policies resulting from external pressure.11 Global powers 
may penetrate the region and politicians may articulate policy responses, but this does 
not alone determine the regional dynamics. There may be both resistance and initiatives 
emerging from the bottom-up, contributing to the continuous shaping and formulation 
of regional security cooperation. 

Security policies must be implemented by someone – bureaucrats, institutions, corporates 
or other agents –who themselves usually have some kind of policy or interest agenda. Lo-
cating these actors and evaluating their impact on regional security dynamics is essential 
for understanding security regions. Indeed, anticipating changes in political or regional 
orders requires accounting for the creation and re-creation of practices that are partly the 
result of deliberate policies adopted by existing authorities, and that partly arise when 
individuals, groups and organizations interact.

In order to understand dynamics of the Nordic security region it is therefore essential to 
address the domestic or local level – the ‘floor’, where practices are tested and applied, 
negotiated and disputed by local agents like industries and bureaucrats. An analysis of 
Nordic security cooperation calls for a perspective that can account for local actors and 
their role in defining the regional environment from the bottom and upwards. Somewhat 
in line with functionalist arguments12 this article recognizes local actors and their capacity 
to take control and push forward political and regional cooperation processes.

10	 Søreide et al. 2015.
11	 See Pouliot 2010, 12.
12	 See Haas 1964; also Schmitter 2004, 2005.
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Inspired by Liliana B. Andonova’s acclaimed work, we call these local actors governance 
entrepreneurs. Andonova’s primary focus is on international organizations (IOs) and their 
role in shaping international politics through various forms of hybrid governance. Never-
theless, there are certain parallels with state bureaucracies and their role in implementing 
international (as opposed to national) policies. They can arguably be more entrepreneur-
ial in such settings than in national processes, as their procedures to implement a given 
international project may be less embedded in national practice, regulations and legisla-
tion. It can require innovative new approaches, but also bending and stretching of rooted 
national procedures and practices. For instance, if two cooperating countries have differ-
ent planning or procurement procedures, they will need to find a common ground to be 
able to implement joint processes.

Furthermore, the logical flipside of the idea of a governance entrepreneur must be that 
these entrepreneurs also possess the potential to undermine or circumvent the policies 
implemented by states on the political level. Hence, as outside-in and inside-out forces 
on the political level may push for more cooperation, the governance entrepreneurs may 
rather resist or obstruct these initiatives. In effect they could function as spoilers of high-
er-level cooperation initiatives, for professional or other reasons that can be perfectly 
rational and legitimate from their perspective. Furthermore, such obstructions may not 
only undermine the initiative in question, but can also impact negatively on the broader 
regional political climate, thus undermining the political willingness to cooperate on oth-
er issues as well.

Nordic Defence Cooperation: Ambitions and Realities

One way of explaining what or who creates, practices and maintains regional cooperation 
in the field of Nordic security is to focus on regional cooperation forums. The Nordic 
Defence Cooperation (NORDEFCO) is a comprehensive institutional framework that re-
sulted from intra-Nordic discussions about practical pressures for more extensive defence 
cooperation in view of global security requirements like multinational missions.13 Sub-
stantial attention has also been paid to the importance of individuals as a driving force, 
more specifically Norwegian Chief of Defence (CHOD) Sverre Diesen, Swedish CHOD 
Håkan Syrén and Finnish CHOD Pauli Juhani Kaskeala, who were central to the establish-
ment of NORDEFCO in 2009.14

In 2009, it was the realization of increased interdependencies, strategic as well as eco-
nomic, that spurred the writing of what has become known as ‘the Stoltenberg Report’.15 
Written by former Norwegian foreign minister Thorvald Stoltenberg, the report drew 
on investigations into the potential for enhanced Nordic cooperation in the domains of 

13	 Gebhard 2017.
14	 Dahl 2014, 5; Westberg 2015, 104; Saxi 2011, 49.
15	 Stoltenberg 2009.
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security and defence. It concluded that Nordic security cooperation had great potential 
in the following core areas: peace building, air surveillance, maritime surveillance and the 
Arctic, civil emergency preparedness, the foreign services, and the military. The report 
also called for a solidarity declaration; one was adopted in 2011, albeit far less ambitious 
than what the report had suggested. The Stoltenberg Report’s stated expectations drew 
on and encouraged existing interaction and practical collaboration between the Nordic 
militaries as a means of achieving greater integration and spillover between different de-
fence mechanisms. 

However, it is well-known, if not always admitted, that many initiatives within Nordic 
security and defence cooperation in the last 20 years have proven challenging, to say the 
least. On the one hand, the willingness and ideational rhetoric in political and defence cir-
cles appear to favour enhanced cooperation. In the years immediately after it was issued, 
the Stoltenberg Report served as a key constitutive document for envisioning a Nordic 
joint security project. Nordic security and defence communities have exhibited an almost 
euphoric enthusiasm for Nordic defence cooperation, ranging from ideas of joint force 
production and integration,16 the development of joint capabilities and force integration,17 
a solidarity declaration,18 to joint unmanned aerial systems19 and more recently a commit-
ment to deepened cooperation in the fields of defence industry, cyber, intelligence and 
exercises.20 The level of rhetorical ambition for Nordic cooperation has been high indeed. 

On the other hand, while some initiatives have been implemented with varying degrees 
of success, others have hardly been implemented at all, or have seen slow progress and a 
lack of continuity – some eventually being brought to a halt. As will be discussed below, at 
worst, the problems of cooperation on defence materiel landed bilateral relationships in 
significant crises, particularly as regards joint projects for acquisition and procurement. 
That has been the area involving the most problems and the greatest challenges. Coop-
eration in that domain has been left in flux, with potential ramifications for other coop-
eration areas – all in spite of the exclaimed enthusiasm for Nordic cooperation. As one 
Norwegian MP asked the Foreign Minister in February 2017: ‘Where are we really with 
the Stoltenberg report today?’21 One answer seems to have been given by a Norwegian 
MoD official who remarked, ‘we are only now starting to sober up after years of euphoria 
over Nordic defence cooperation’.22

16	 Innset 2008.
17	 Norwegian Ministry of Defence 2012.
18	 Stortinget 2011.
19	 Ege 2015.
20	 Søreide et al. 2015.
21	 Norwegian Parliament 2017.
22	 Interview with Norwegian MoD official, September 2017.



84

Journal of Regional Security Vol. 14  № 2  2019

Nordic Defence Bureaucracies: Incompatibility and Legal Hurdles

Analysts of Nordic defence cooperation have tended to ignore the difficulty of defence 
planning and organization across national borders, as well as the corporatist nature of the 
national defence organizations and agencies involved in regional cooperation efforts, like 
defence industries.23 Outside-in perspectives often underestimate the power potential of 
vested domestic interests. Material, economic and industrial factors have significant in-
fluence on the scope and formation of regional cooperation. Like we have discussed so far, 
they may also represent negative forces, obstructing the desired cooperation. 

In addition, a bureaucratically contingent issue for Nordic defence cooperation has been 
the absence of coordinated accounting and reporting systems, as well as the inconsistent 
practices in the budget breakdown of military spending. These inconsistencies compli-
cate the cost-saving measures, planning, and the potential for integration at the level of 
defence materiel.24 Lehtonen and Isojärvi’s 2015 comparison of the list of future acquisi-
tion plans in Norway, Denmark, Finland and Sweden indicates that six years of promot-
ing and incentivizing Nordic cooperation on political level have had little impact on the 
processes for planning and coordinating defence materiel acquisitions and procurement. 
One source of problems is the inherent difficulty in ensuring that all governance entrepre-
neurs involved in any defence collaboration have their interests more or less temporally 
aligned.25 More importantly perhaps, it is a matter of aligning specifications in materiel 
– a move that national armed forces would be naturally disinclined to take. March and 
Olsen’s account of institutional dynamics in international political organizations captures 
this phenomenon with the ‘competency trap’: the tendency of institutions to become 
firmly locked into a specific structure governed by familiar rules, institutional arrange-
ments or practices.26 This in turn creates problems as to adaptation and change, as the 
perceived disadvantages of new practices tend to press aside the exploration of new tech-
nologies and practices.27 Logistics and standards-setting are typical examples of domains 
with a strong path dependency.28

Nordic cooperation arrangements tend to be layered on top of already established and 
path-dependent practices within the respective defence institutions. Despite the top-
down instructions to enhance cooperation, elements of the existing institutional arrange-
ments continue to persist, and to shape developments.29 Moreover, governance entrepre-
neurs, while relating mainly to each other or to the political level, may also relate directly 

23	 Schmitter 2004.
24	 Giegereich and Nicoll 2012.
25	 Lehtonen and Isojärvi 2015, 13.
26	 March and Olsen 1998.
27	 Ibid., 964–965.
28	 De Vore 2012, 452.
29	 Ibid., 438.
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to the global level, thus circumventing the objectives articulated on the national or re-
gional political level. 

A case in point is the 2009 EU Defence Procurement Directive, which has been differently 
interpreted by the Nordic defence bureaucracies. While legal regulations might seem to 
be an issue area left mainly for lawyers to resolve, in the context of defence materiel there 
can be major impacts on politics and regional relations. For example, legal conflicts were 
at the core of the largely failed joint Swedish/Norwegian acquisition of military trucks.30 
Initiated in parallel to the Archer agreement (led by Sweden), this project was led by Nor-
way and implemented in compliance with Norwegian regulations. However, complica-
tions arose when the Swedish Competition Authority launched an investigation into the 
appropriateness of the Norwegian interpretation as regards regulating Swedish procure-
ments. This caused so much delay in the purchasing process that the FLO eventually de-
cided to proceed with the project unilaterally. Issues also arose when the Swedish manu-
facturer Scania threatened to sue the FLO, based on accusations of a disorderly tendering 
process skewed in favour of the awarded German company, Rheinmetall MAS.31

Given the universal bureaucratic impulse to pursue enhanced wealth and autonomy, the 
staffs of highly resourceful organizations can induce politicians to adopt policies that are 
more in the interest of the organization’s administration than in line with the political 
objectives.32 Moreover, joint ventures like these are experimental in nature, so it is not 
easy for organizations to justify continuation unless that makes sense in terms of im-
mediate local returns.33 Episodes like the joint truck procurement seem to have had im-
portant learning effects in the ranks of defence administration representatives in Sweden 
and Norway, even resulting in shifts in conceptions of ‘the national interest’ – which may 
have been more important than the regional interest. For example, hedging against the 
risk of legal entanglement with neighbours by ensuring that procedures retain significant 
national autonomy has become an important priority among Nordic officials involved in 
cooperation on defence materiel.34

30	 Bentzrød 2013a
31	 Bentzrød 2013b.
32	 De Vore 2012, 436.
33	 March and Olsen 1998, 965.
34	 Interviews with MoD staff in Denmark, Sweden and Norway, January–March 2018.
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Nordic Defence Industries: Competition and Conflict

The differences in ownership structure of the Nordic defence industries has represent-
ed an additional impediment to greater regional cooperation.35 In sharp contrast to the 
Swedish private ownership structure, in Norway the government has retained a significant 
share in the ownership of major arms companies (in comparison Finland has tradition-
ally supported foreign ownership of its defence companies, whereas Denmark’s limited 
and privately-owned defence industrial base makes its role insignificant in intra-Nordic 
defence trade). Sweden’s defence industry is also significantly larger than Norway’s: the 
Swedish defence industry employed in 2013 about 20,000 people, whereas the Norwegian 
defence industry employed in 2015 about 5000 people.36

Such differences in company structures may influence how those involved feel about in-
dustrial cooperation efforts. The influence of ownership structure on company strategies 
could prove particularly relevant regarding best practices, or in questions of industrial 
offset strategies. For example, for Sweden, the Nordic region has traditionally been among 
the most important for defence exports. Hence, there would be few incentives for Swed-
ish defence industries to harmonize or discard traditional elements of their technologi-
cal base and their leading role– just as individual companies are unwilling to lose their 
competitive edge.37 A general ambition of Sweden’s offset policy has therefore been to 
promote defence industrial activities in Sweden, and its superiority among the Nordic 
countries in general.38 More recently, Sweden has expanded its export strategy to encom-
pass a Europe-first approach, next to a strong Asian outlook, focussing on ‘whole solu-
tion’ products and platforms. Norwegian exports are more niche and targeting mostly the 
transatlantic and American markets.

Competition is also prevalent between the Norwegian and Swedish industries, which gen-
erally have overlapping and competing competencies and products. The reverse is true as 
regards Norwegian and Finnish industries, which combined cover a complete ‘lifecycle’: 
while Norwegian industry leads in product development, Finnish industry offers some 
of the best in maintenance. In 2016 Norway’s Kongsberg Defence & Aerospace acquired 
49.9% of Finland’s state-owned Patria, creating a major Nordic industrial defence group 
second in revenues only to Sweden’s SAAB group.39 Defence industrial mergers like this 
are no doubt surrounded by an atmosphere charged with politics and security concerns. 
This acquisition is certain to have significant economic and political implications – pos-
sibly also for the relationship between Norway and Sweden in the domain of defence 
cooperation. 

35	 Breitenbauch et al. 2017.
36	 Olsson and Nordlund 2017.
37	 Hagelin 2009, 174.
38	 Ibid.
39	 Defence News 2016.
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Perhaps one of the least understood aspects of Swedish security policy has been the mas-
sive importance put on sales of fighter jets and submarines as a main security interest. 
Thus, when Norway announced in April 2016 that a French and a German company would 
be the final two candidates for its planned procurement of new submarines – meaning 
that the Swedish company SAAB Kockums had been ruled out in the initial round – cre-
ated new tensions on the political level. Sweden deemed it particularly regrettable that the 
Norwegian press release cited the need for ‘an existing submarine design’, ‘extensive expe-
rience’ and the wish to ‘avoid large developments with the risk, uncertainty and cost such 
a project entails’ – all seen as reflecting negatively on Swedish submarine production.40

Studies of strategic culture have shown that strategic beliefs can be so deeply embedded 
in general and political culture that they tend to change slowly, constraining the effects 
of changes in a state’s security environment on its security policy.41 This applies also to 
organizations, where identities and early organizational choices continue to shape the 
development of cooperation in a policy area long after the environment or policy-maker 
preferences may have changed.42 Nonetheless, the industries themselves appear slowly to 
become more determined to work together. A Joint Nordic Defence Industry Coopera-
tion Group, aimed at strengthening ties and boosting cooperation, was launched by the 
Nordic defence industry associations in 2012. Additionally, differences in ‘best practices’ 
in Nordic defence industry associations have spurred NORDEFCO to develop an ‘indus-
try dialogue’ between the respective Nordic associations.43 Paradoxically, however, the 
success of initiatives like these hinges on willingness to engage in experimentation that is 
unlikely to succeed and particularly unlikely to be immediately rewarding.44 Recent Swed-
ish–Norwegian cooperation in defence materiel seems to have been subject to too much 
experimentation, leading to immediate disaster and a retreat to national pathways.

The Failed Archer Artillery Project

In December 2010, a highly prestigious defence materiel cooperation project was initiated 
between Norway and Sweden. After years of initial collaboration on R&D, BAE Systems 
Bofors,45 was awarded a joint production contract to build 24 Archer artillery guns for 
each country. However, the project ended abruptly in December 2013, when Norway an-
nounced its withdrawal, citing delivery delays and performance shortcomings with regard 

40	 Norwegian Ministry of Defence 2016.
41	 Neumann and Heikka 2005.
42	 De Vore 2012, 451.
43	 Brattberg 2017.
44	 March and Olsen 1998, 965.
45	 BAE SystemsBofors is the Swedish branch of the global defence industry giant BAE: https://

www.baesystems.com/en/our-companies/our-businesses/platforms-and-services/locations/
sweden
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to the terms of the contract. Norway’s decision threw the collaboration into disarray, leav-
ing Sweden with all 48 Archers.46

The political will for cooperation in the field of defence materiel and force integration 
underpinning the deal had been substantial. This was expressed by, inter alia, Norwe-
gian Defence Minister Espen Barth Eide, who in 2012 declared that the Archer project 
was spearheading Nordic defence cooperation.47 Only days before Norway announced its 
withdrawal from the project, the Nordic defence ministers met in Helsinki, where Nor-
wegian Defence Minister Ine Eriksen Søreide emphasized the importance of practical 
defence cooperation.48 Months earlier, the Nordic defence ministers had issued a joint 
statement praising Nordic defence cooperation as a great success.49

The aim of the Archer acquisition had been to secure cost efficiency, in addition to greater 
synergies in terms of operational effect and system resolution. One expectation would 
be that integration in one issue area – technical, between defence materiel administra-
tions or through cooperative ventures – would create ‘pressures for integrating contig-
uous areas for which the original area is crucial’.50 However, numerous problems were 
encountered. Dissimilar organizational structures within Norway’s defence materiel ad-
ministration Forsvarets Logistikkorganisasjon (FLO) and the Swedish equivalent, Försva-
rets Materielverk (FMV), caused problems with regard to cooperation on leadership and 
decision-making. Suspicion and miscommunication, combined with differing views on 
quality control and management obstructed the cooperation process, ultimately leading 
to the lack of confidence.51

While some52 assume that the process for resolving conflicts between member states dur-
ing a cooperation process would make it simple to achieve a compromise, that was clearly 
difficult in the Archer case. The decision to cancel the project in its joint format was made 
upon recommendation from the Norwegian FLO, with clearly negative spill-over between 
the governance entrepreneurs and the political level. The political explosive force of failed 
cooperation on defence materiel can be significant. Among other things, it may lead to 
re-nationalization of attitudes and preferences – ‘politicization’, meaning the likelihood of 
controversiality and difficulty in reaching agreements.53

46	 de Larrinaga 2016.
47	 Quoted in Saxi 2016, 74.
48	 Norwegian Ministry of Defence 2013b.
49	 Norwegian Ministry of Defence 2013a.
50	 Andreatta 2011, 25.
51	 Undén 2014, 31.
52	 e.g. Schmitter and Lefkofridi 2016.
53	 Schmitter 2005, 261.
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Another problem concerned perceptions and interpretations of what the project objec-
tives really were, by the governance entrepreneurs involved – the many military officials, 
bureaucrats and practitioners interacting regionally, far below the political or global level 
of influence. Perceptions and interpretations varied radically indeed, especially on the 
level of project management: The Swedes were mostly concerned with the strategic busi-
ness objective, namely that of a joint venture. In Norway, the project managers appeared 
more concerned with national military specifications and ensuring a national industrial 
balance; part of the arrangement had been that Sweden would purchase the Norwegian 
Remote Weapon Station (RWS) ‘Protector’. Norway’s choice of buying Swedish artillery 
was based mainly on the need for critical capabilities, and Sweden ended up as the sup-
plier because the prerequisites for an offset project simply appeared to be met – in other 
words, a technical rationale.54 However, the Norwegian impression was that Sweden was 
motivated to collaborate on materiel because this would provide an opportunity to but-
tress Swedish strategic interests, as evident in the rather blatant expectations that the 
other Nordics would and should buy from Swedish industry. It became increasingly clear 
that the intent and motivational factors behind each governance entrepreneur’s involve-
ment were out of sync. In the end, the institutional self-interest and different interpreta-
tions of the project objectives led to disintegration. 

The Structural Effects of Archer

As noted by Ojanen,55 successful European security and defence integration depends on 
the realization of mutual gains from cooperation in policy arenas characterized by high 
levels of functional interdependence – like defence. Moreover, it is presumed that tech-
nical experts (including bureaucrats) are anxious to expand their role in policy making, 
while seeking to avoid conflict. 

Applying a power-resource view of the workings of international cooperation formats, 
Moravcsik has advanced the idea of ‘informal supranational entrepreneurship’ – that in-
ternational officials exploit ‘asymmetrical control over scarce information or ideas to influ-
ence the outcomes of multilateral negotiations, whether through persuasion, mediation or 
mobilization’.56 By possessing information or ideational resources believed unavailable to the 
principals in a negotiation – national governments – supranational actors could exercise 
significant impact on the bargaining outcomes. However, as Moravcsik also notes, there is 
a widespread assumption that supranational entrepreneurs are better at representing the 
‘general interest’: that they somehow act with greater impartiality than national govern-
ments, and therefore represent a kind of ‘honest broker’ in regional cooperation. 

54	 Undén 2014, 28–30.
55	 Ojanen 2006.
56	 Moravcsik 1999, 272.
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However, if we apply this theory on regional cooperation, and depict the governance en-
trepreneurs as the international defence industry, the picture is somewhat different. The 
Archer case would indicate that, despite the realization of mutual gains on the politi-
cal level (which was underpinned by strong economic needs), on the practical level the 
entrepreneurs failed to act like ‘honest brokers’. One example of interest driven conflict 
occurred when BAE Systems International initiated replacements in the Swedish BAE 
Bofors staff, causing delays and disturbances to the project management dynamics, as well 
as significantly altering the internal business culture. BAE’s approach was seen as being 
mainly interest- driven on behalf of the global holding company and not of the Swedish 
subsidiary Bofors, thereby undermining the central leadership’s ownership to the devel-
opment process.57

Adding to the above issues is also that Norway and Sweden pursue slightly dissimilar ac-
quisition strategies, as has been demonstrated in a recent report by the Swedish Defence 
Research Agency.58 While Norway and Sweden do share similar principles about acqui-
sitions through fair competition between existing systems (in order to increase cost ef-
ficiency and short delivery timeframes) and international cooperation (in order to ensure 
interoperability and economies of scale), small but significant disparities significantly lim-
it the scope for joint ventures. For example, the recognition in 2014 of Swedish submarine 
and air force technology as key security interests for the country has led to an exceptional 
shift away from the above principles. In 2014, only about 3,5 % of their acquisition funds 
were spent on purchasing the Swedish fighter jets JAS 39E and A26 submarines. How-
ever, over the coming years modifying and developing these two key security interests are 
expected to make up a significant part of Sweden’s future defence investments. For other 
acquisitions, the demand for cost efficiency encourages the purchasing of products that 
are already available on the market. 

In Norway too, the development of new systems by national industry is only considered 
economically justifiable if already existing products – so-called ‘shelf products’ – are not 
deemed to be more cost efficient or technically feasible (and for Norway, the best shelf 
products are usually found in the NATO-shop). In case of a need for developing and 
acquiring defence material domestically, importance is attached to developing systems 
unique to Norwegian conditions (including C2 systems, robotics, autonomous systems, 
subsea sensors and ammunition) that can also give Norwegian defence industry a com-
petitive edge on the global market. Consequently, Norwegian and Swedish national ac-
quisition strategies are locked into patterns where the national want for cost efficiency (by 
buying existing systems) and national technical expertise are in conflict with the objective 
of bilateral cooperation on developing new, joint systems. Thus, even if governance entre-
preneurs were somehow ‘honest brokers’ in favour of bilateral cooperation, the national 
policy structures are not incentivising this outcome. 

57	 Undén 2014, 30.
58	 Olsson and Nordlund 2017.
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The Archer project has had serious implications for Swedish–Norwegian political rela-
tions: negative personal experiences from cooperation in defence materiel led to bilateral 
mistrust that remained for years. According to Swedish sources, in the aftermath of Ar-
cher it was widely felt in Swedish defence circles that Norway had lost a significant degree 
of trust and credibility. On the political level, sentiment in Sweden was that how Norway 
had chosen to back out of the Archer project was ‘simply unacceptable’ at such a late stage 
in a project cycle.59 Immediately after news of the Norwegian withdrawal broke, Swedish 
Defence Minister Karin Enström declared that the decision was regrettable, adding that 
‘it would have ramifications for Norwegian–Swedish cooperation’.60 Further, the experi-
ence led to the realization that Norwegians and Swedes have distinctly different ways of 
approaching and interpreting the meaning of ‘bilateral cooperation’. 

True, bilateral meetings between Norwegian Defence Minister Ine Eriksen Søreide and 
her successor Frank Bakke-Jensen and Swedish Defence Minister Stefan Hultqvist over 
the last few years seem to have tackled the worst of the damage, but exactly how the 
relationship will now evolve remains unclear. Swedish–Norwegian bilateral defence co-
operation is still fragile: it is beginning to recover after some heavy blows, but cannot be 
expected to sustain any major new setbacks.61 Occurrences like the case Archer give rise 
to questions of the capacity of the Nordic countries to deliver large-scale, added-value 
projects and contracts that can promote regional cohesion in the defence sphere. 

Another indicator of the continued distrust could be the more recent Norwegian insis-
tence on formal treaty-enshrined guaranties from Sweden and Finland in the NORDEF-
CO context. The Norwegian MoD have insisted on such formal commitments in coopera-
tion projects of operational nature. The Norwegians are reluctant or unwilling to depend 
upon resources or systems from the non-allied neighbours unless they are guaranteed 
they will be available also in situations of crisis and conflict.62 Interestingly, fellow NATO-
member Denmark, has apparently taken a more pragmatic and less legalistic approach to 
these issues.63

In general, politicians have been very supportive and positive to cooperation on joint 
acquisitions and procurement because this is seen as an important way to build strategic 
relations with partners. Beyond doubt, defence materiel is a highly politicized issue with 
ramifications far beyond the narrower realm of hardware and technology. Moreover, the 
problems are usually not caused by political quarrels; once a project has been politically 
agreed, responsibility for implementing and navigating it is largely left to experts and 
other implementing, or technical-operational, entrepreneurs. In fact, politicians tend to 
be wary of getting involved once a project is underway, implying that they trust in the 

59	 Friis and Bredesen 2017.
60	 Eriksson 2013.
61	 Friis and Bredesen 2017.
62	 Saxi and Friis 2018.
63	 Interviews with MoD staff in Denmark, Sweden and Norway, January–March 2018.
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governance entrepreneurs’ ability to negotiate and agree without political guidance. In 
the Archer case, it was clearly the opposite: it was the poor cooperation between the gov-
ernance entrepreneurs that eventually re-bounded back to the political level and required 
political action. 

After the Archer project was terminated, few projects have been initiated bilaterally be-
tween Sweden and Norway. Although the possibility of similar projects has not been entire-
ly dismissed, the methods and procedures have been changed, becoming more detached. 
Projects will no longer be managed by one administration (like FMV in the Archer case), 
but will have separate and nationally anchored management and contracting processes.64

This is not to say that there have not been any other successful Nordic acquisition and 
procurement projects. Completed or ongoing projects include joint procurement of low-
hanging fruits such as CBRN protective masks, uniforms and ammunitions, for instance. 
However, there is little evidence that these have had an impact on regional force integra-
tion – not to mention the time, cost and other resources expended on the much larger 
unsuccessful undertakings.65 Taking these realities into account, the Norwegian armed 
forces concluded in 2015 that there would be no immediate gains within multilateral (re-
gional) defence cooperation without sufficient political interest in solving the challeng-
es.66 Subsequent efforts in the Norwegian Armed Forces have been directed at what may 
seem an unachievable target: a bigger defence budget – indicating a return to a more 
nationalized mindset about defence matters.67

National politicians, for their part, have had to realize that any benefits they might have 
envisioned from regional co-operation would eventually be overtaken by rising costs in 
terms of diminished sovereignty and practical entanglements, as well as industrial in-
terests. Joint defence materiel projects have become extremely ‘politicized’, controversial 
and subject to disagreement, leading to what Schmitter calls the re-nationalization of at-
titudes and preferences.68 This has also led to the realization that cooperation on defence 
materiel is most feasible if it is limited to bilateral frameworks; more participants would 
increase the likelihood of problems exponentially. Thompson and Verdier call this vari-
able the ‘member surplus’,69 relating to the compliance costs associated with multilateral 
cooperation: the more members, the more there will be potentially diverging interests.

64	 Interview with Norwegian MoD official, September 2017.
65	 Saxi 2016, 75; Hagelin 2006, 170.
66	 Bruun-Hansen 2015.
67	 Saxi 2016, 76.
68	 Schmitter 2005, 261–263.
69	 Thompson and Verdier 2014.
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A key Nordic priority now is to avoid any cooperation projects that might have similar 
negative spill-over effects. This may limit the extent to which cooperation can realistically 
go. The failure of materiel cooperation might also have ramifications for other types of 
military cooperation: even cooperating in the operative domain will to some extent de-
pend on compatibilities and communalities in military equipment. 

The Future of Nordic Defence Cooperation

While the Nordic states may represent an appealing image of level-headed, rational and 
common-sensical nations ‘that know that politics is the art of the possible’,70 recent de-
velopments in Norwegian–Swedish defence cooperation, chosen here as representing the 
wider Nordic context, indicate that ‘common-senseness’ is achieved only after years of 
trial and error. Practical security and defence cooperation between the two neighbours 
have proven far more challenging than what the keen political rhetoric might suggest. 

This article has emphasized the interaction of governance entrepreneurs’ interests and 
interpretations in shaping national preferences and choices for Nordic cooperation on 
defence materiel, highlighting how actors like defence industries and bureaucracies act 
with only incidental concern for the grand goal of regional cooperation. Through the ex-
ample of Norwegian-Swedish cooperation, the article has demonstrated that outcomes 
for Nordic defence materiel cooperation cannot necessarily be predicted from the decla-
rations in the Stoltenberg Report and other more recently expressed political ambitions. 
Cooperation between Norway and Sweden has been non-linear, conflict-ridden and the 
cause of negative (and potentially explosive) spillovers. The empirical evidence presented 
here shows that governance entrepreneurs may have a weakening and discordant effect 
on regional relationships – even leading to a weakening of government’s political commit-
ment to the Nordic cooperation project as articulated back in 2009. 

Since Norway pulled out of Archer in 2013, the security landscape in Europe has changed. 
There are new and revitalized forces, both outside-in and inside-out and, pushing for new 
initiatives in Nordic defence cooperation, as discussed above. Nonetheless, NORDEFCO 
has primarily been focussing on exercise, training and other issues. There are no new 
ambitious proposals for Nordic joint procurement.71 In other words, the bottom-up spoil-
ing forces remains stronger than the outside-in forces and even the inside-out forces in 
favour of increased cooperation – at least in terms of acquisition and procurement. This 
suggests that governments may set the terms of the initial agreement and (to some extent) 
what they can to control subsequent events – but that they alone do not determine how 
regional cooperative relationships develop.

70	 Orvik 1974.
71	 Saxi and Friis 2018.
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The recurrent cycles of endogenous contradictions and conflicts between the Norwegian 
and Swedish defence industries have also compelled the national authorities to revise 
their strategies. As a result, Norwegian-Swedish defence materiel cooperation has almost 
disappeared today, replaced by a return to more national concerns. The same appears to 
have happened on a regional level; there has been no coordinated development of the 
Nordic armed forces, and the intended system compatibility has not emerged.72 However, 
recent bilateral initiatives of Swedish-Finnish defence cooperation could over time also 
lead to closer interdependence, joint developments and ultimately force integration. But it 
is too early to conclude. Furthermore, in order to draw broader and more decisive conclu-
sions about the regional level impact of national actors, more research is needed. 

The inside–out and bottom-up perspective in this article has identified a dynamic of com-
petition and conflict between Norway and Sweden – and one can assume, similar patterns 
exist elsewhere within the Nordic security region. The article has recognized that conflict 
can force governance entrepreneurs to seek only the lowest common denominator, there-
by limiting the scope of regional cooperation. Experiences and lessons learned from past 
failures are involved in setting the premises for the likely evolution of regional coopera-
tion. Politicians might set the framework and ambitions for cooperation, but ultimately it 
is the governance entrepreneurs in bureaucracy and industry who determine many of the 
conditions, perhaps even redefining the goals. 

From a theoretical perspective and in a wider Nordic context, the article has also argued 
that emphasizing the outside-in structural push factors as a driver behind Nordic defence 
cooperation is a little off the mark. Admittedly, Nordic cooperation has acquired a much 
larger security dimension, due mainly to major developments and pressures in the Euro-
pean security environment since 2014. Revanchist Russian behaviour and assertiveness 
in the Baltic Sea, multiple challenges to the EU and the uncertainties of US policies have 
greatly increased the importance of regional cooperation in security and defence. How-
ever, a more scrutinising approach will show that the regional dynamics seen in the Nor-
dic security region today are created not only outside–in or inside–out, but is also shaped 
by governance entrepreneurs, whose goals and aspirations operate in relative autonomy 
from the global and national political level. 

Today, Nordic security cooperation is moving away from the euphoric idea of closer in-
tegration through cooperation on defence materiel, procurement and acquisition. It is 
increasingly acknowledged that, at the end of the day, grand ideas must give way to sober 
assessments, not least amongst policy-makers, and to pragmatism among practitioners. 

72	 Saxi 2016, 82.
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