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Is the integration of 43 Mechanised Brigade of the Netherlands Armed Forces into the 1st 
Armoured Division of the German Armed Forces a step towards a unified European Army? 
Whether or not this is the case, it is clear for everyone that this type of integration is more 
than just a cooperation between two national armies. However, the ambition to create a 
European Army is not the base upon which this collaboration was built — it was rather 
born from scarcity. German Division Commander Major General Markus Laubenthal and 
Dutch Brigadier General Jan Swillens shared1 their experiences of the past two years: 
“One of the recipes for success is trust, you should write that in capital letters”.  

In order to gain an understanding of the circumstances under which this cooperation came 
to be, we have to go back in time. Since 1990, defence budgets in both the Netherlands and 
Germany steadily decreased. The fall of the Berlin Wall heralded the end of the Cold War. 
Geopolitics changed the world in the nineties. Peacekeeping and stabilisation became the 
goal of most military missions. After 25 years the defence budget in both countries dropped 
from 2.5% of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP), to just 1.2% in 2016. Today Germany and 
the Netherlands strive for a budget of 2% of the GDP, which brings both countries in line 
with the NATO ambition as stated at the NATO Wales Summit of 2014. 

Because of decreasing budgets, the Dutch government decided in 2011 to sell its tanks. The 
loss of its tank capacity is a serious blow to the strength and versatility of the Royal 
Netherlands Armed Forces. The battle tank is an important tool in escalation dominance. 
Despite reducing defence budgets, the Dutch Ministry of Defence did not rewrite its mission 
statement— the Royal Netherlands Armed Forces still have to be ready for a wide range of 
deployment options. The Defence White Paper ‘In the interest of the Netherlands’ (2013) 
further states: “In the future, the Netherlands will continue to need strong, high-quality and 
flexible armed forces which can be deployed at all levels of the spectrum of force and in all 
strategic functions.” 

Shared future 

In this White Paper the Dutch Minister of Defence also emphasised cooperation, integration 
and international orientation. In Germany, the White Paper ‘On Security Policy and the 
Future of the Bundeswehr’ of 2016 also focused on strengthening European integration, the 
Transatlantic Partnership and multinational cooperation. The national and collective 
defence of Germany will take place in the framework of NATO and the European Union.  

On the 5th of February 2016 German Defence Minister Ursula von der Leyen and Dutch 
Defence Minister Jeanine Hennis-Plasschaert signed an agreement on strengthening the 
already existing cooperation between the two Armed Forces. It concerned the integration of 
43 (NL) Mechanised Brigade in the 1 (GER) Armoured Division and the German Army Tank 



battalion 414 into the Dutch 43 Mechanised Brigade. This tank battalion is unique because it 
is manned both with German and Dutch soldiers. One of the companies of the unit is Dutch, 
thereby ensuring that the Royal Netherlands Army can preserve its expertise on the 
integrated movement with tanks, infantry and supporting units. This way the Netherlands 
also remains capable of a wide range of deployment options. 

Until then, it was widely believed that integration below battalion level was not feasible. Of 
the three tank companies of Tank Battalion 414, one is now composed of Dutch soldiers. 
The Deputy Battalion Commander is a Dutch major and throughout the battalion Dutch 
personnel fill several positions. In line with the agreement, this personnel is trained within 
German Army training centres and in the Dutch Tactical Simulation Centre. During training 
and work, these soldiers speak German. All communication between Tank Battalion 414 and 
the 43 Mechanised Brigade is conducted in English. The integration has to be completed by 
2020. That is the year in which Germany will present 1 Armoured Division as a multinational 
headquarters for land operations. 

This 4-year integration process carries the name Project Taurus. Purpose of the integration 
is: to attain a high level of integration by inter-force doctrine, organisation and formation, 
education, training, exercises, intelligence and military security, logistics, personnel, medical 
support, command and control, communications and the integration of units. May it be 
clear that this demands an intense effort from all parties involved. That is why a roadmap 
has been created for the process of integration until 2020. Division Commander Laubenthal: 
“There is no ‘one size fits all’ solution for this kind of process. The German Army cooperates 
with several armies and each cooperation requires another model how to get there.” 

Flying start 

Due to the commitment of its (political and military) leadership, the integration got off to a 
flying start. Of this Laubenthal says: “We have one clear joint goal. It also helps there is a 
certain level of cultural understanding.” The soldiers of 43 Mechanised Brigade, and the 
soldiers in Oldenburg (home of the Headquarters 1 Armoured Division) and Bergen (home 
of Tank Battalion 414) have the same Northern mentality. Laubenthal: “The most important 
success until now, is the level of trust we have built.” And general Swillens states: “If this 
would have been a window dressing project, we would have killed it in an instant. Because 
my concern is to prepare my soldiers for something they might face in the oncoming ten 
years, and we don’t have the time or the luxury to put our energy in the wrong things.” 

Swillens continues: “This isn’t the first time that Dutch and German soldiers work together. 
In 1995, we established the German/Netherlands Corps in Münster. Also, during several 
international missions in Afghanistan, Iraq, Mali and Lithuania we have proven to be able to 
work together very well. It needs time to develop trust. And of course it helps that we both 
work with similar vehicles and weapons systems, such as the Leopard 2, the Panzer 
Howitzer 2000, the Boxer and the Fennek.”  

Training together 

At the end of 2016, the Brigade completed a Computer Assisted Exercise (CAX), led by the 
German Division: exercise Promising Taurus. At the beginning of 2017, the Netherlands 



armoured infantry (45 Armoured Infantry Battalion) trained together with Tank Battalion 
414, first in Jaegerbruck, Germany, and later on in Poland during a Field Training Exercise 
(FTX), Bison Drawsko. This exercise, led by 43 Mechanised Brigade, was the largest exercise 
of the Royal Netherlands Army in fifteen years. Besides the German battalion, Polish, 
Estonian, Canadian, American and Belgian forces participated. There is no substitute for an 
FTX. Experiencing and overcoming the cold (from +5Cº to -15Cº), sleep deprivation, difficult 
terrain, slippery roads and friction simply cannot be simulated. From this exercise we 
learned that there is a lot to be gained in the field of interoperability. For example, German 
units do not have access to the Dutch Battlefield Management system. This means they 
have no access to any digital information, including real-time location of allied units, as well 
as having to rely on voice communication to other units — in other words, downgrading to 
analogue systems. The feedback from the Bison Drawsko exercise resulted in an important 
decision: on the 11th of April 2018, the first German Leopard 2 with a Dutch Battlefield 
Management System was handed over to General Laubenthal in München, by Kraus-Maffei 
Wegmann.  

“Whatever works for a German soldier, will also work for a Dutch soldier” 

General Swillens: “One of the main principles on which this integration process has been 
founded is that whatever works for a German soldier, will also work for a Dutch soldier and 
vice versa.” Although we have a shared understanding that we must keep our own identity, 
every now and then you have to adapt. This means you have to look beyond procedures and 
habits. “If you are willing to cross that border, and you are capable of letting go of your own 
national legislation and security regulations in respect to those units, you are able to come a 
long way. Then it is workable and solvable.” Quite often the pragmatism of the Dutch meets 
the thoroughness (Grundlichkeit) of the Germans. Dutch pragmatism and German 
thoroughness is a splendid synergetic combination. General Laubenthal: “Integration also 
means the willingness to adapt to a way of doing things that is different from your own.” 
Important steps in the integration process, for example, are the appointment of a Dutch 
major as Deputy Commander of German Tank Battalion 414, and the appointment of a 
German colonel as Deputy Commander for Operations of 43 Mechanised Brigade. But 
integration is also implemented on a much lower level. Because of the same basic tank 
training and the same tactics techniques and procedures, soldiers from both the Dutch and 
the German armies are able to man one tank. This proves that where professionals work 
together, borders can become insignificant.   

Dutch-German integration is still going strong on a military level, and draws international 
attention. A sensitive political issue, of course, is sovereignty. What are the processes 
involved in political decisions on military deployments of forces of both nations? Can 
Germany or the Netherlands deploy the Tank Battalion without the permission of the other? 
National approval will always be mandatory and there is no blueprint. As Dutch Members of 
Parliament stated in a lecture on this topic, the Dutch and German parliaments could 
explore which decision-making processes to employ in what situations. This could be 
examined in, for example, a table top exercise.  

 



How will we look back on this process in twenty years? The integration process has come a 
long way already, but a lot of work still needs to be done. One important conclusion is that 
this deep integration is a long term commitment. The world is changing at a rapid pace. Is 
this cooperation a step into the direction of a European army? We don’t know but we do 
know that this integration is unique and that so far it has developed with a tremendous 
speed and energy. On the basis of what has been achieved and the qualities of our soldiers 
we can be very confident that we will continue to strengthen our cooperation and 
integration in the future. 

Brigadier General Jan Renger Swillens  is Commander of 43 Mechanised Brigade of the 
Royal Netherlands Army. 

Would you like to react? Mail the editor: redactie@atlcom.nl.  

                                                      
1 This article reflects a lecture given to the Netherlands Atlantic Association on March 19th by (GER) 
Major General Laubenthal and (NLD) Brigadier General Swillens. 


