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Abstract: Romania’s accession to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO),
formalized in 2004, represented one of the most important strategic decisions of the
post-communist period. The study analyzes the stages of this process, from the
historical and political context immediately after 1989, to the structural reforms
implemented by the Romanian state to meet the accession criteria, to the current
impact of membership in the Alliance. It highlights both the benefits generated by
collective security guarantees and the modernization of defense capabilities, as well as
the obligations assumed by Romania as an active member, especially in the context of
new security challenges in the Black Sea region. The article proposes an assessment
of Romania’s strategic role within NATO, in parallel with the need to develop a
security culture and a coherent vision on the future of the Euro-Atlantic architecture.
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I. Introduction

Romania's accession to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was
a defining moment in the recent history of the Romanian state, marking a clear
break with the past dominated by Soviet influence, and the reintegration in the
family of Western democratic states. This strategic decision was crystallized
against the backdrop of the radical transformations generated by the Revolution of
December 1989, when the communist regime was overthrown, and Romania
embarked on the arduous path of transition to democracy, a free market economy
and the rule of law. In the context of a profound national reconstruction, the issue
of security and integration into Western alliances became a priority for the political
leadership in Bucharest, but also for a significant part of Romanian society.

Founded in 1949 as a defensive political-military alliance, NATO initially
brought together twelve states from Western Europe and North America, with the
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aim of ensuring collective security in the face of the threat posed by Soviet
expansionism in the post-war period. After the end of the Cold War and the
dissolution of the Warsaw Pact, NATO rethought its mission, initiating a broad
process of expansion towards Central and Eastern Europe, offering the former
communist states the opportunity to join a consolidated security structure?. For
Romania, this perspective was perceived as a historic opportunity to assert its
independence, guarantee its stability and modernize its defense system within a
democratic space. Furthermore, it was one of the main drivers of political discourse
over the transitional years that followed the events of December 1989°.

This accession process was not an easy task to be completed by the
Romanian administration, but rather involved a sustained effort of institutional and
military reform. Romania was forced to adopt legislative measures in line with
NATO standards, to strengthen civilian control over the armed forces and to
constantly demonstrate its commitment to democratic principles. In parallel, the
Romanian authorities engaged the state in a series of international cooperation
initiatives, such as the Partnership for Peace, launched in January 1994 at the
Brussels summit by the heads of state and government of the Alliance, and actively
participated in external missions that contributed to increasing Romania's
credibility in the eyes of Western partners. Romanian diplomacy made
considerable efforts to obtain the support of NATO member states and to convince
them that Romania was ready to assume the responsibilities arising from its
membership in the alliance.

The moment of official recognition of these efforts was consecrated at the
Prague summit on November 21, 2002, when Romania received the invitation to
join NATO. The event was interpreted as a confirmation of the pro-Western
direction assumed, as well as a firm commitment for the future engagement of
Romania in the common operations of the Alliance.

The actual accession, formalized in Washington on March 29, 2004, was
received with enthusiasm by both the authorities and a significant part of public
opinion, being perceived as a guarantee of national security in a regional context
still marked by instability and uncertainty.

Within the framework of this analytical approach, the detailed investigation
of the process of Romania's accession to NATO is pursued, starting from the
historical and political post-communist context, continuing with the main stages of
integration and concluding with the analysis of the active role assumed by Romania
as a member state of the alliance. At the same time, the long-term implications of
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this strategic decision will be highlighted, both in terms of national security and in
terms of the country's international positioning and its ability to adapt to new
geopolitical challenges.

I1. Steps towards Romania's accession to NATO

As previously mentioned, Romania's accession to the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) was the result of a complex and long-term process, which
involved sustained efforts on multiple levels: political and military reforms,
adaptation of national legislation, professionalization of the army, consolidation of
democratic institutions and intense diplomatic activity. These processes took place
in an international context marked by profound transformations, generated by the
collapse of communism in Central and Eastern Europe and the dissolution of the
Soviet Union®.

After 1989, Romania entered a difficult period of transition, marked by
efforts at democratization and economic reforms. The transition from a totalitarian
regime to a democratic state was arduous, plagued by political instability and major
economic crises. Despite these difficulties, the pro-Western direction of Romanian
foreign policy was clearly expressed by post-December leaders, especially
President lon Iliescu, who repeatedly stated in the 1990s that Euro-Atlantic
integration was a strategic objective®.

However, the slow pace of reforms and the reluctant international perception
regarding Romania's capacity to become a functioning democratic state made
NATO membership seem, at first, a distant goal. Unlike other states in the region,
such as Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic — which joined in 1999 —
Romania had to demonstrate additionally that it was prepared to assume the
commitments of a military alliance of such scope.

A landmark moment in Romania's accession to NATO was the signing, in
January 1994, of the agreement to participate in the Partnership for Peace initiative.
Launched by NATO in the same year, the initiative aimed to establish a
relationship of cooperation and trust with the states of Central and Eastern Europe,
without offering, at that time, firm guarantees of membership. Romania's
participation in this program provided an organized framework for the necessary
reforms in military and political terms and contributed to the development of
collaborative relations with the member states of the Alliance®.

Within the Partnership for Peace, Romania participated in joint military
exercises, officer exchanges, and the development of national reform plans. These
activities were essential for the transformation of the Romanian Army from a rigid
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structure inherited from the communist era into a modern force capable of
cooperating with NATO structures’.

In the 1990s and early 2000s, Romania implemented a series of structural
reforms aimed at bringing it closer to NATO standards. Among the most relevant
measures were: the reform of the army, which involved restructuring and reducing
its strength, modernizing its equipment, increasing its mobility and professionalizing
its personnel; strengthening civilian control over the armed forces, an essential
condition imposed by NATO for any candidate state, adapting national legislation
in the areas of defense, security and the protection of fundamental human rights;
strengthening the rule of law and democratic institutions, and promoting transparency
in military and political decision-making.

These reforms were supported by increasingly close cooperation with NATO
structures and by active participation in multinational exercises and operations,
which provided Romania with the opportunity to demonstrate its seriousness and
capacity for integration.

Another defining element in consolidating Romania's position as a credible
NATO partner was its involvement in international missions under the auspices of
the UN, NATO or other international organizations. Starting in the 1990s, Romania
sent troops to theaters of operations such as Angola, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Kosovo and, later, in Iraq and Afghanistan. These contributions illustrated both the
commitment to international security and the operational capacity of the Romanian
Army, strengthening the confidence of Western partners in Romania's seriousness®.

The reaction of the authorities in Bucharest was characterized by enthusiasm,
but also by the awareness of the responsibilities assumed. The invitation was not
equivalent to automatic accession, but marked the beginning of a decisive stage
that required the acceleration of reforms and the rigorous implementation of the
agreed commitments.

Romania officially became a full member of NATO on March 29, 2004,
following the ratification of the accession treaty by the parliaments of all
member states. The ceremony of raising the Romanian flag at NATO headquarters
in Brussels, held on April 4, 2004, was a symbolic moment that consecrated
Romania's integration into one of the strongest collective security alliances in
the world®.

For Romania, the accession meant not only achieving a strategic foreign
policy objective, but also it marks the moment of assuming the responsibility of
being an active member of an international community based on democratic values,
collective security and cooperation. Thus, Romania made the transition from the
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status of a security receiver to that of a provider of stability and support in the
South-Eastern European region®®.

Following its official accession to NATO, Romania redefined its role in the
international security architecture, actively engaging in external missions and in the
Alliance’s decision-making processes. The following section will analyze the main
security benefits resulting from NATO membership and their impact on national
and regional stability.

I1l. Romania’s commitment and benefits as a NATO member

Romania's accession to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization represented a
decisive moment in consolidating the Euro-Atlantic orientation of Romanian
foreign policy, marking an irreversible transition towards a system of collective
security and democratic values. Belonging to one of the most influential political-
military alliances in history generated multiple benefits in strategic, institutional
and geopolitical terms, but also imposed a rigorous set of political, military and
financial obligations. This chapter analyzes the implications of Romania's accession
to NATO, emphasizing the balance between the advantages obtained and the
responsibilities assumed. The most significant benefit derived from NATO
membership is the collective security guarantee enshrined in Article 5 of the
Washington Treaty. This article establishes the principle of solidarity: an attack
against a member state is considered an attack against the entire Alliance. In a
volatile regional context, dominated by risks such as military aggression,
transnational terrorism or instability in the Eastern neighborhood, this strategic
guarantee represented an essential element of protection and stability for
Romania®®.

The accession contributed to strengthening the deterrence capacity of
potential external threats. Romania's geostrategic positioning on the eastern flank
of the Alliance, in proximity to the Black Sea and the extended Caucasus region,
determined its inclusion in collective defense plans and facilitated the allied
military presence on the national territory. Joint exercises, prepositioning of
equipment and collaboration within multinational battle groups strengthened the
response and interoperability capacity of the Romanian army.

NATO integration generated a profound reform of the Romanian armed forces,
both from the perspective of institutional organization and operational standards.
The process of compatibility with the Alliance's doctrine and infrastructure assumed?2;
The armed forces underwent a comprehensive transformation focused on increasing
efficiency, mobility, and interoperability. This included the full professionalization
of the military by eliminating compulsory service, the modernization of equipment
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and adoption of technology compatible with that of allied forces, and active
participation in joint exercises and operations, thereby strengthening integration
within NATO structures.

This transformation meant not only a technical adaptation, but also a change
in institutional culture, towards professionalism, meritocracy, democratic civilian
control and respect for human rights. Permanent mechanisms for evaluating and
auditing military capabilities were also introduced, contributing to a constant
improvement in performance?®.

NATO membership has contributed decisively to Romania's affirmation as a
responsible actor in the Euro-Atlantic security architecture. By participating in
missions in theaters of operations such as Afghanistan, Iraq, Kosovo or Mali,
Romania has become a provider of regional and global security. This involvement
has increased the diplomatic credibility of the Romanian state and opened the way
for strategic dialogues at the highest level within the Alliance and in bilateral
relations, especially with the United States of America®.

A symbol of this privileged relationship is the Romanian-American strategic
partnership, embodied, among other things, by the installation of the anti-missile
system at Deveselu. This base, part of NATO’s defense architecture, represents an
additional guarantee of the US commitment to Romania’s security and a key
element in deterring threats from the Eastern neighborhood.

In a geostrategic space exposed to external pressures, NATO membership
has also functioned as a preventive instrument against hostile interference. The
Ukraine crisis, which began in 2014, highlighted the crucial role of transatlantic
solidarity in countering geopolitical revisionism and modern forms of aggression.

NATO’s presence in Romania — through military bases, command centers,
air policing missions and defense infrastructure — contributes to deterring aggression
and strengthening national resilience in the face of hybrid threats: cyberattacks,
disinformation, economic pressures. Romania has become an increasingly active
actor in the Alliance's initiatives to adapt to new types of conflict and to strengthen
cyber and information security®.

NATO membership brings significant benefits, but not without costs. Romania’s
accession to the Alliance involved taking on a series of ongoing financial, political,
and institutional commitments. These include allocating at least 2% of GDP to
defense, as required by NATO, which means prioritizing military spending in the
national budget; participating regularly in international missions, which entails
operational risks and substantial logistical expenses; ensuring interoperability and
rapid response capabilities through the development of modern military infrastructure;
and upholding NATO’s political criteria, such as strengthening the rule of law,
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institutional transparency, and respect for fundamental rights. Therefore, while
Romania has gained security and international prestige through NATO membership,
it has also assumed long-term responsibilities that require sustained political and
social commitment.

In the post-accession period, Romania has benefited from significant
opportunities in terms of security and the modernization of its defense capabilities.
Allied support has contributed to the consolidation of strategic infrastructure, the
improvement of the interoperability of the armed forces and the increase of its
participation in international missions coordinated by NATO. In turn, Romania has
assumed responsibilities within the Alliance, including participation in operations
in Afghanistan, the Western Balkans or in air policing missions in the Baltic area’®.

IV. Future outlook and challenges for NATO and contemporary

Romania

Romania’s integration into the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO),
formalized in 2004, marked a significant milestone in the country’s post-communist
foreign and security policy realignment. This decision followed an extensive
process of institutional reforms, military standardization, and international
commitments undertaken by Romanian authorities during the transition period.
Upon joining, Romania became part of a collective defense system that, under
Article 5 of the Washington Treaty, involves mutual obligations among member
states in the event of an armed attack against any one of them?'’.

Against the backdrop of security developments in the last decade, Romania's
geostrategic position has gained increased importance. Its proximity to the Black
Sea area, a region marked by complex geopolitical dynamics, and its proximity to
Ukraine, which has been in conflict since 2014, have led to a repositioning of
NATO's security interests in Eastern Europe. Thus, Romania has become part of
the deterrence and defense measures adopted by the Alliance, including by hosting
allied military facilities, such as the Mihail Kogalniceanu Air Base and the anti-
missile shield at Deveselu®®.

Starting in 2022, as a result of the intensification of the conflict in Ukraine,
NATO decided to strengthen its presence on the eastern flank. Romania was
included in this strategy by establishing a multinational battle group on its territory,
under French command. This decision reflects the Alliance's overall orientation to
enhance its rapid reaction capacity and deter potential threats to its eastern
members. The battle group is one of four formats established for the states of
south-eastern Europe, along with those of Bulgaria, Hungary and Slovakia.
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This development entails both benefits and challenges for Romania. Regarding
benefits, participation in joint collective defense structures contributes to increasing
military preparedness, developing security infrastructure and strengthening
relations with strategic partners. At the same time, involvement in joint exercises
and information exchange increase the ability to react to conventional or
unconventional threats'®,

On the other hand, this strategic exposure also brings additional risks,
including potential tensions with neighboring states that perceive the expansion of
NATOQO’s presence as a threat. Romania must therefore manage the commitments
undertaken within the Alliance in a balanced manner with its regional relations,
maintaining openness to dialogue and avoiding the escalation of conflict situations.
In addition, the increase in the defense budget — from 2% to 2.5% of GDP starting
with 2023 — involves budgetary efforts that may have an impact on other public
sectors. It is essential that these investments are made efficiently, in compliance
with the principles of transparency and accountability.

From an institutional point of view, Romania continued the process of
modernization of the Armed Forces, by purchasing equipment compatible with
NATO standards — such as Patriot systems, HIMARS or F-16 aircraft. The process
of professionalizing the army and strengthening cyber defense capabilities are also
part of the national security strategy. These efforts are correlated with the
development of a security culture in society, including through partnerships
between military structures and educational institutions, but also through public
policies aimed at increasing resilience to unconventional risks, such as
disinformation or attacks on critical infrastructure.

In relation to regional policy, Romania supports cooperation within the
Bucharest 9 (B9) format, which brings together Eastern European NATO member
states, and participates in joint initiatives regarding Black Sea security. At the same
time, in its relations with its eastern neighbors — Ukraine and the Republic of
Moldova — Romania promotes cooperation projects in the field of defense and
infrastructure, with an emphasis on respecting international law and avoiding
interference in the internal affairs of other states.

The future prospects for Romania’s role in NATO will depend largely on its
ability to remain an active, credible and balanced partner within the alliance.
Strengthening defensive capabilities, participating in collective decisions and
maintaining an internal political consensus on strategic orientation are essential
elements for this objective. At the same time, Romania must avoid rhetorical
excesses, polarizing public discourse on security issues and the temptation to use
NATO membership for domestic political purposes?.
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To sum up, NATO membership remains an essential pillar of Romania's
security policy. In a geopolitical context in constant change, marked by uncertainties
and various risks, Romania must adopt a rational position, based on strategic
analysis, international collaboration and prioritizing the long-term national interest.
This approach does not imply either passive acceptance of external decisions or
unfounded contestation, but rather a mature and responsible involvement in a collective
security framework on which the country's internal stability and positioning in the
international system depend?*.

Conclusions

Romania’s accession to NATO in 2004 marked a defining milestone in the
country’s Euro-Atlantic integration and laid the foundation for ensuring both
national and regional security. Since joining, Romania has benefited from NATO’s
collective defense guarantees, which have provided a stable and predictable
framework for addressing the post-communist challenges of external defense and
security. This affiliation has significantly strengthened Romania’s international
standing, establishing it as a responsible actor and credible partner within the
broader European and Euro-Atlantic security architecture.

Over time, Romania’s role within NATO has evolved considerably — from a
recipient of collective protection to a proactive contributor to regional defense,
particularly along the Alliance’s eastern flank. The country’s strategic position at
the border of volatile regions such as the Black Sea and Eastern Europe has
necessitated a more active engagement, reflected in its hosting of allied military
contingents and participation in large-scale multinational exercises. As a result,
Romania has become a security stronghold, contributing not only to its own
defense but also to the broader stability of the region.

The current geopolitical context, shaped by the Russian Federation’s war of
aggression against Ukraine, has brought to the forefront a new set of threats and
risks that test NATO’s and Romania’s capacity to respond swiftly and cohesively
to both hybrid and conventional challenges. Regional instability, refugee flows,
cyberattacks, and disinformation campaigns require continuous adaptation of
defense strategies and a robust societal resilience. Romania has responded
promptly by increasing defense spending, modernizing its military equipment, and
reinforcing its security infrastructure.

In this complex environment, NATO membership is no longer a passive
security guarantee but an active commitment to cooperation and responsibility.
Romania must remain a fully engaged partner, capable of assuming a leadership
role in regional security, particularly in the Black Sea and Eastern European areas.
This necessitates not only sustained military investment, but also the cultivation of
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a security-oriented civic culture and the preservation of national political consensus
around Euro-Atlantic alignment.

Looking ahead, security challenges are expected to evolve further, and
Romania will need to adopt an integrated strategy that addresses both the military
and civilian dimensions of security. Such an approach will enable the country to
contribute not only to territorial defense but also to the promotion of democratic
values and regional stability in its immediate neighborhood.

In conclusion, Romania’s accession to NATO has been—and continues to be—
a strategic decision of fundamental importance, securing the country’s position in
an increasingly uncertain international environment. The war in Ukraine has
reaffirmed the Alliance’s relevance while also placing greater responsibility on
Romania as a frontline member. The future of Romania’s national security will
largely depend on its sustained commitment to NATO and its ability to adapt
dynamically to the demands of a complex and shifting geopolitical landscape.
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