
SUMMARY

w The Black Sea region is 
experiencing a changing 
military balance. The six 
littoral states (Bulgaria, 
Georgia, Romania, Russia, 
Turkey and Ukraine) intensified 
their efforts to build up their 
military potential after Russia’s 
takeover of Crimea and the 
start of the internationalized 
civil war in eastern Ukraine  
in 2014.

As a member of the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO), Bulgaria aims to 
support NATO’s security 
objectives of increasing 
military spending, enhancing 
defence capacities and 
developing interoperability. 
Bulgaria contributes to NATO’s 
military activities in the Black 
Sea region and regularly hosts 
and participates in exercises 
with NATO partners. However, 
Bulgaria also tries to remain on 
good terms with Russia by way 
of bilateral economic and 
political cooperation.
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The security environment in the wider Black Sea region—which brings 
together the six littoral states (Bulgaria, Georgia, Romania, Russia, Turkey 
and Ukraine) and a hinterland including the South Caucasus and Moldova—
is rapidly changing. It combines protracted conflicts with a significant con-
ventional military build-up that intensified after the events of 2014: Russia’s 
takeover of Crimea and the start of the internationalized civil war in eastern 
Ukraine.1 Transnational connections between conflicts across the region 
and between the Black Sea and the Middle East add further dimensions of 
insecurity. As a result, there is a blurring of the conditions of peace, crisis 
and conflict in the region. This has led to an unpredictable and potentially 
high-risk environment in which military forces with advanced weapons, 
including nuclear-capable systems, are increasingly active in close proxim-
ity to each other.

In this context, there is an urgent need to develop a clearer understanding 
of the security dynamics and challenges facing the wider Black Sea region, 
and to explore opportunities for dialogue between the key regional security 
actors. This background paper on Bulgaria is part of the Black Sea Regional 
Security Initiative, a project launched by SIPRI in 2017 to provide independ-
ent data and analysis on security developments in the region and to promote 
transparency around military issues.2 This paper continues by describing 
Bulgaria’s situation on the Black Sea (section I), it then outlines recent trends 
in Bulgaria’s defence policy, including an overview of Bulgaria’s national 
documents (section  II), the structure (section III) and deployment (sec-
tion IV) of its armed forces, its military spending (section V), and its arms 
holdings and acquisitions (section VI), with a specific focus on their relations 

1 Russia gained control over Crimea in Mar. 2014 after a referendum in Crimea favoured seces-
sion from Ukraine to join Russia. Russia and a few other countries claim this to be a legal accession. 
However, Ukraine and most other countries call the referendum and accession to Russia an illegal 
annexation of Ukrainian territory. This paper uses the term ‘takeover’ to mark only the factual 
change of control of Crimea.

2 As well as background papers mapping the developments in each of the 6 Black Sea littoral states, 
the project will publish a paper covering the various conflicts in the region: Klimenko, E., ‘Pro tracted 
armed conflicts in the post-Soviet space and their impact on Black Sea security’, SIPRI Insights 
on Peace and Security no. 2018/8, Dec. 2018, and a longer paper on the challenges in the region: 
Melvin, N. J., Rebuilding Collective Security in the Black Sea Region, SIPRI Policy Paper no. 50 (SIPRI: 
Stockholm, Dec. 2018). The Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs provided funding for the project.

* The authors would like to thank the Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs for providing the
funding that allowed this Background Paper to be produced. They would also like to thank all those 
who agreed to share their expertise at the SIPRI workshop ‘Shifting Black Sea Security Dynamics’, 
7–8 Dec. 2017. 

https://www.sipri.org/publications/sipri-insights-peace-and-security/protracted-armed-conflicts-post-soviet-space-and-their-impact-black-sea-security
https://www.sipri.org/publications/sipri-insights-peace-and-security/protracted-armed-conflicts-post-soviet-space-and-their-impact-black-sea-security
https://www.sipri.org/publications/sipri-policy-papers/rebuilding-collective-security-black-sea-region
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with Black Sea security. Conclusions (section VII) summarize Bulgaria’s 
position on Black Sea issues.

I. Background

Bulgaria was a member of the Warsaw Treaty Organization and one of the 
closest allies of the Soviet Union. Since the end of the cold war its relations 
with its neighbours have been generally positive: it became a member of the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in 2004 and of the European 
Union (EU) in 2007 while remaining on good terms with Russia. As a 
NATO member, Bulgaria supports NATO initiatives and activities in the 
region, which it deems critical for regional security. It has also started to 
increase military spending and to modernize the equipment of its armed 

Figure 1. Map of Bulgaria

Credit: Ahlenius, H., Nordpil, 2018.
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forces, albeit at a slow pace. However, it wants to maintain good-neighbourly 
relations and economic and political cooperation with Russia, even after the 
events of 2014. 

Bulgaria is situated in South Eastern Europe, bordered by Greece and 
Turkey to the south, by Serbia and the former Yugoslav Republic of Mace-
donia to the west and by Romania to the north (see figure 1). To the east it has 
a 414-kilometre coastline with the Black Sea, where it claims the standard 
12 nautical miles of territorial waters and 200-nautical mile exclusive eco-
nomic zone, both of which border Romania and Turkey (see table 1).3

II. Defence policy

Soon after Bulgaria joined NATO and the EU, it conducted a strategic defence 
review. This resulted in a plan for the development of the armed forces, pub-
lished in 2008, and a new defence policy, adopted in 2009, to fit Bulgaria into 
NATO and the EU.4 In 2010 Bulgaria published a white paper on defence, 
followed in February 2011 by the adoption by the National Assembly of a 
10-year national security strategy.5 The latter document has a much broader 
scope than defence but includes an updated military doctrine and military 
strategy. It emphasizes the decreased risk of a major war and sees none of 
Bulgaria’s neighbouring countries as a direct military threat, but it notes the 
increased threat from attacks by ballistic missiles and various instabilities in 
other regions.6 In April 2011 the Council of Ministers adopted a stand-alone 
national defence strategy.7

In September 2014, shortly after the takeover of Crimea by Russia and a few 
days before a NATO summit in Newport, Wales, the Bulgarian Government 
published a ‘non-paper’ on defence.8 As part of the Readiness Action Plan 
adopted at that summit, NATO decided to form six NATO Force Integration 
Units (NFIUs) on its eastern flank—in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, 
Romania and Bulgaria—to support collective defence planning.9 

This non-paper was followed in October 2014 and September 2015 by offi-
cial and more detailed defence programmes that outlined plans until 2020.10 
The 2015 document includes the potential threat of hybrid warfare among a 

3 Saunders, S. (ed.), IHS Jane’s Fighting Ships 2016–2017 (IHS: Coulsdon, 2016), p. 92; and Stanchev, 
H. et al., ‘Determination of the Black Sea area and coastline length using GIS methods and Landsat 7 
satellite images’, Geo-Eco-Marina, no. 17 (2011), p. 29.

4 Updated Plan for Organizational Build-up and Modernization of the Armed Forces on the Basis 
of the Plan for Organizational Build-up and Modernization of the Armed Forces until 2015, Council 
of Ministers Decree no. 54, 21 Mar. 2008; and Law on Defence and Armed Forces of the Republic of 
Bulgaria, in force 12 May 2009. 

5 Bulgarian Ministry of Defence (MOD), White Paper on Defence and the Armed Forces of the 
Republic of Bulgaria (MOD: Sofia, 2010); and National Security Strategy of the Republic of Bulgaria, 
adopted by the National Assembly 25 Feb. 2011.

6 Dikov, I., ‘The Bulgaria 2011 review: defense’, Novinite, 6 Jan. 2012.
7 Bulgarian Ministry of Defence (MOD), National Defense Strategy, adopted by the Council of 

Ministers 14 Apr. 2011 (MOD: Sofia, 2011).
8 Bulgarian Council of Ministers, ‘Bulgaria in NATO and in European defence 2020’, Non-paper, 

2 Sep. 2014.
9 On the NFIU in Romania see Wezeman, S. T. and Kuimova, A., ‘Romania and Black Sea security’, 

SIPRI Background Paper, Dec. 2018 (note 2).
10 Bulgarian Council of Ministers, National Programme: Bulgaria in NATO and in European 

Defence 2020 (Council of Ministers: Sofia, 3 Oct. 2014); and Bulgarian Council of Ministers, Pro-
gramme for the Development of the Defence Capabilities of the Bulgarian Armed Forces 2020 (Council 
of Ministers: Sofia, 30 Sep. 2015).

https://www.geoecomar.ro/website/publicatii/Nr.17-2011/03_stanchev_BT.pdf
https://www.geoecomar.ro/website/publicatii/Nr.17-2011/03_stanchev_BT.pdf
http://strategy.bg/FileHandler.ashx?fileId=9450
http://strategy.bg/FileHandler.ashx?fileId=9450
https://www.mod.bg/en/doc/zakoni/20100226_ZOVSRB.pdf
https://www.mod.bg/en/doc/zakoni/20100226_ZOVSRB.pdf
https://www.mod.bg/en/doc/misc/20101130_WP_EN.pdf
https://www.mod.bg/en/doc/misc/20101130_WP_EN.pdf
https://www.me.government.bg/files/useruploads/files/national_strategy1.pdf
http://www.novinite.com/articles/135492/The+Bulgaria+2011+Review:+Defense
https://www.strategy.bg/FileHandler.ashx?fileId=9445
http://www.strategy.bg/FileHandler.ashx?fileId=9442
https://www.sipri.org/publications/sipri-background-papers/romania-and-black-sea-security
https://www.mod.bg/en/doc/drugi/20141016_Vision_2020.pdf
https://www.mod.bg/en/doc/drugi/20141016_Vision_2020.pdf
https://www.mod.bg/en/doc/drugi/20150930_DefCapab_Program_EN.pdf
https://www.mod.bg/en/doc/drugi/20150930_DefCapab_Program_EN.pdf
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broad range of potential risks and threats. It recognizes the deterioration of 
the security environment in Bulgaria’s neighbourhood but also continues to 
see no looming direct conventional threat to NATO and Bulgaria.

Bulgaria has been an active member of NATO. It participates in many 
NATO exercises, shares Bulgarian bases with the United States (under a 
2006 agreement) and has opened a major training area for troops from 
other NATO member states.11 It has also deployed troops on various NATO 
missions. Bulgaria would like an expanded NATO presence in the Black Sea 
region, and in support of this has held a growing number of joint military 
exercises in recent years (see section IV). However, NATO is not particu-
larly popular in Bulgaria. A 2016 survey conducted in 24 Central and East 
European countries found that 28 per cent of Bulgarian respondents viewed 
NATO as a protection for Bulgaria while 20 per cent saw it as a threat. This 
was the worst score for NATO support in any of its Central European mem-
bers.12

In 2016 NATO agreed to establish a Bulgarian–Romanian multinational 
brigade.13 However, a Ukrainian suggestion in 2016 for a Ukrainian– 
Romanian–Bulgarian brigade did not seem to find support from NATO or 
Bulgaria and in 2017 Bulgaria rejected a Romanian initiative to create a joint 
Bulgarian–Romanian–Turkish fleet in the Black Sea, after initially sup-
porting the idea.14 Among the reported reasons behind Bulgaria’s refusal to 

11 Svan, J. H., ‘Bulgarian training area expecting more US, NATO troops’, Stars and Stripes, 7 July 
2015; and Agreement between the Government of the United States of America and the Government 
of the Republic of Bulgaria in Defense Cooperation, 28 Apr. 2006.

12 Smith, M., ‘Most NATO members in Eastern Europe see it as protection’, Gallup, 10 Feb. 2017.
13 Novinite, ‘NATO to set up Romanian–Bulgarian multinational brigade’, 9 July 2016.
14 Defence24, ‘Ukrainian–Romanian–Bulgarian brigade to be formed?’, 30 Apr. 2016; Lupu, V., 

‘Sofia opposes NATO fleet countering Russia, Bulgarian PM says. President Plevneliev had a dif-

Table 1. Basic facts about Bulgaria and the Black Sea

Area 111 000 km2

Black Sea coastline 414 km
Waters claimed in the Black Sea 
   Territorial waters
   Exclusive economic zone

12 nautical miles (22 km) 
200 nautical miles (370 km)

Neighbouring countries
   Land borders
  Maritime borders in the Black Sea

Greece, former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Romania, Serbia, Turkey
Romania, Turkey

Population (2018) 7.0 million
GDP (2017)
   Total (current US$)
   Per capita

$56.9 billion
$8 064

Membership 
   NATO
   European Union

Member since 2004
Member since 2007

Military spending (2017)
   Total (current US$)
   As a share of GDP

$866.7 million
1.6%

GDP = gross domestic product; NATO = North Atlantic Treaty Organization.

Sources: International Monetary Fund, World Economic Outlook Database, Apr. 2018; SIPRI Military Expenditure Database, May 
2018; Stanchev, H. et al., ‘Determination of the Black Sea area and coastline length using GIS methods and Landsat 7 satellite images’, 
Geo-Eco-Marina, no. 17 (2011); and Oral, N., ‘Summary of EEZ zones in the Black Sea’, Commission on the Protection of the Black Sea 
Against Pollution, [n.d.].

https://www.stripes.com/news/bulgarian-training-area-expecting-more-us-nato-troops-1.356467
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/70921.pdf
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/70921.pdf
http://news.gallup.com/poll/203819/nato-members-eastern-europe-protection.aspx
http://www.novinite.com/articles/175377/NATO+to+Set+Up+Romanian-Bulgarian+Multinational+Brigade
http://www.defence24.com/360667,ukrainian-romanian-bulgarian-brigade-to-be-formed
https://www.romaniajournal.ro/sofia-opposes-nato-fleet-countering-russia-bulgarian-pm-says-president-plevneliev-had-a-different-stance-during-the-visit-of-president-iohannis/
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2018/01/weodata/index.aspx
https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex/
https://www.geoecomar.ro/website/publicatii/Nr.17-2011/03_stanchev_BT.pdf
http://www.blacksea-commission.org/_socio-economy-eez.asp
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participate in the joint fleet were fears that increasing militarization of the 
region could have a negative impact on the Bulgarian economy and that a 
growing number of warships off the coast could negatively affect the impor-
tant tourism industry.15

Bulgaria has not always been clear in the direction of its defence policy. 
President Rosen Plevneliev was highly critical of Russia’s actions while he 
was in office from January 2012 to January 2017, seeing them as a direct 
threat to the EU. He therefore supported a stronger NATO role in the Black 
Sea region.16 His successor, President Rumen Radev, who is 
a former commander of the air force, seeks to maintain close 
ties with Russia while having a good relationship with the EU 
and NATO partners. He has made statements seen as being 
to some extent supportive of Russia’s takeover of Crimea.17 
Radev supports substantial and urgent increases in Bulgaria’s military 
spending and a modernization of military equipment to NATO standards. In 
2017 he emphasized the need for ‘strong navy forces’ to ‘uphold [Bulgaria’s] 
military sovereignty’ and guard ‘economic and energy interests’.18 

Many Bulgarians—especially, but not exclusively, supporters of the Social-
ist party—feel that it is important to maintain a good relationship with Russia 
and show some support for Russian policies. The importance of maintaining 
good relations with Russia has been mentioned as a partial explanation for 
the lack of urgency displayed by Bulgarian leaders in the acquisition of mili-
tary equipment and is likely to be another reason for the resistance to a joint 
fleet.19

Interest in defence issues among Bulgarians is low. In a 2015 survey, only 
25 per cent of Bulgarians expressed a willingness to fight for their country, 
ranking Bulgaria as 54th of the 64 countries surveyed.20 The armed forces 
are also not seen as a good career opportunity and Bulgaria faces serious 
problems in recruiting and retaining military personnel. By the end of 
2017 personnel strength was 20 per cent (around 6000 people) below the 
authorized level.21 Military salaries are low compared with other sectors.22 
According to the Ministry of Defence, salaries would need to be doubled to 

ferent stance during the visit of President Iohannis’, Romania Journal, 16 June 2016; and Romania 
Insider, ‘NATO strengthens naval presence in the Black Sea’, 16 Feb. 2017. 

15 Assenov, M., ‘Bulgaria’s Black Sea dilemma’, Center for European Policy Analysis, 20 July 2016; 
and Miller, C., ‘Why the Black Sea?’, Foreign Policy Research Institute, 23 Jan. 2017.

16 Administration of the President of the Republic of Bulgaria, ‘Address by President Rosen 
Plevneliev to the European Parliament’, 8 June 2016; Novinite, ‘Bulgaria to call for enhanced NATO 
presence in Black Sea at Warsaw Summit’, 8 July 2016; and Cooper, H. and Oliver, C., ‘Bulgaria 
caught between NATO and the Kremlin’, Politico, 17 Feb. 2017.

17 Independent Balkan News Agency, ‘Bulgaria’s outgoing foreign minister criticises President-
elect over statements on Crimea’, Sofia Globe, 24 Nov. 2016; and Cooper and Oliver (note 16).

18 Novinite, ‘Bulgarian President: “Project for purchase of new fighter should not be dropped”’, 
22 Aug. 2017.

19 Mladenov, A. and Grozev, K., ‘Bulgarian government backtracks on Gripen selection’, Flight 
International, 26 Sep. 2017.

20 Novinite, ‘Gallup International: Only 25% of the people in Bulgaria are ready to fight for their 
country’, 21 Aug. 2017; and Gallup International Association, ‘WIN/Gallup International’s global 
survey shows three in five willing to fight for their country’, Press release, [Dec. 2015].

21 Sofia Globe, ‘Report on Bulgarian armed forces: personnel shortages, insufficient resources, 
obsolete equipment’, 30 Aug. 2017; Subev, V., ‘Bulgarian military industry to participate in army’s 
rearmament as well?’, Radio Bulgaria, 7 Apr. 2017; and Novinite, ‘5400 positions in the Bulgarian 
Army are vacant’, 13 Dec. 2017.

22 Subev (note 21).

By the end of 2017 military personnel 
strength was 20 per cent below the 
authorized level

https://www.romaniajournal.ro/sofia-opposes-nato-fleet-countering-russia-bulgarian-pm-says-president-plevneliev-had-a-different-stance-during-the-visit-of-president-iohannis/
https://www.romania-insider.com/nato-strengthens-naval-presence-in-the-black-sea/
http://cepa.org/Bulgaria-Black-Sea-dilemma
https://www.fpri.org/article/2017/01/why-the-black-sea/
https://www.president.bg/news3259/address-by-president-rosen-plevneliev-to-the-european-parliament.html&lang=en
https://www.president.bg/news3259/address-by-president-rosen-plevneliev-to-the-european-parliament.html&lang=en
https://www.novinite.com/articles/175372/Bulgaria+to+Call+for+Enhanced+%3Cb%3ENATO%3C/b%3E+Presence+in+Black+Sea+at+Warsaw+Summit
https://www.novinite.com/articles/175372/Bulgaria+to+Call+for+Enhanced+%3Cb%3ENATO%3C/b%3E+Presence+in+Black+Sea+at+Warsaw+Summit
https://www.politico.eu/article/russia-bulgaria-presidential-election-rumen-radev-socialists-caught-between-nato-and-the-kremlin/
https://www.politico.eu/article/russia-bulgaria-presidential-election-rumen-radev-socialists-caught-between-nato-and-the-kremlin/
http://staging.sofiaglobe.com/bulgarias-outgoing-foreign-minister-criticises-president-elect-over-statements-on-crimea/
http://staging.sofiaglobe.com/bulgarias-outgoing-foreign-minister-criticises-president-elect-over-statements-on-crimea/
http://www.novinite.com/articles/182513/Bulgarian+President:+’Project+for+Purchase+of+New+Fighter+Aircraft+Should+Not+Be+Dropped’
https://www.flightglobal.com/news/articles/bulgarian-government-backtracks-on-gripen-selection-441498/
http://www.novinite.com/articles/182481/Gallup+International:+Only+25+of+the+People+in+Bulgaria+Are+Ready+To+Fight+For+Their+Country
http://www.novinite.com/articles/182481/Gallup+International:+Only+25+of+the+People+in+Bulgaria+Are+Ready+To+Fight+For+Their+Country
http://gallup.com.pk/wingallup-internationals-global-survey-shows-three-in-five-willing-to-fight-for-their-country/
http://gallup.com.pk/wingallup-internationals-global-survey-shows-three-in-five-willing-to-fight-for-their-country/
https://sofiaglobe.com/2017/08/30/report-on-bulgarian-armed-forces-personnel-shortages-insufficient-resources-obsolete-equipment/
https://sofiaglobe.com/2017/08/30/report-on-bulgarian-armed-forces-personnel-shortages-insufficient-resources-obsolete-equipment/
http://bnr.bg/en/post/100849208/bulgarian-military-industry-to-participate-in-armys-rearmament-as-well
http://bnr.bg/en/post/100849208/bulgarian-military-industry-to-participate-in-armys-rearmament-as-well
https://www.novinite.com/articles/186188/5400+Positions+in+the+Bulgarian+Army+are+Vacant
https://www.novinite.com/articles/186188/5400+Positions+in+the+Bulgarian+Army+are+Vacant
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be comparable to those of most other NATO members, but it also realizes 
that funds will probably not be available for that.23 The military profession 
does not have a good reputation and President Radev has called for the social 
status of soldiers to be raised.24 Improving conditions for soldiers—higher 
salaries, better career opportunities and raised social status—was an impor-
tant theme in the government’s 2016 annual report on the armed forces and 
in the Programme for the Development of the Defence Capabilities of the 
Bulgarian Armed Forces 2020 approved in September 2015.25 To bolster 
troop levels, in 2016 the government proposed to increase the reserve forces, 
which were set to disappear after the abolition of conscription in 2008, either 
through a new type of conscription or as a voluntary reserve force.26

III. Armed forces structure

The active and reserve strengths of the Bulgarian armed forces have been 
drastically reduced since the end of the cold war (see table 2). In 2008, fol-
lowing a trend in many European countries, Bulgaria abolished conscrip-
tion and the personnel of the armed forces was limited to voluntary career 

23 Novinite, ‘Bulgarian Minister of Defense requests BGN 90M for the fleet in next budget’, 
13 Aug. 2017.

24 Sofia Globe, ‘Bulgarian President calls for “long-term policy” to end dangerous personnel 
outflow from armed forces’, 5 May 2017. 

25 Sofia Globe (note 21); and Bulgarian Council of Ministers, Programme for the Development of the 
Defence Capabilities of the Bulgarian Armed Forces 2020 (note 10).

26 Sofia Globe, ‘Bulgaria plans register of young people eligible for military service’, 24 Feb. 2016.

Table 2. Bulgarian armed forces, selected years 1987–2017

1987 1992 2002 2007 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017
Personnel
Active personnel 152 800 107 000 68 450 40 747 31 300 31 300 31 300 31 300 31 300
  Army 110 000 75 000 31 050 18 773 16 300 16 300 16 300 16 300 15 300
  Air Force 34 000 22 000 17 780 9 344 6 700 6 700 6 700 6 700 6 700
  Navy 8 800 10 000 4 370 4 100 3 450 3 450 3 450 3 450 3 450
  Other MOD . . . . 15 250 8 530 4 850 4 850 4 850 4 850 5 850
Reserves 216 500 472 500 303 000 303 000 303 000 303 000 303 000 3 000 3 000
Paramilitarya 165 000 12 000 12 000 12 000 12 000 12 000 12 000 12 000 12 000

Equipment
Tanks 2 100 2 250 1 543 1 474 80 80 80 80 90
Other armour 1 410 1 963 3 213 2 641 280 280 280 280 321
Artillery over 100 mm 1 850 1 700 1 443 1 796 437 437 437 437 311
Combat aircraft 270 259 232 80 42 42 42 36 36
Helicopters 87 92 98 53 33 33 33 30 30
Major warshipsb 7 4 2 3 4 4 4 4 4
Minor warshipsb 9 19 13 9 5 3 3 3 3

. . = no data available; MOD = Ministry of Defence.

Notes: Definitions and available information may not be consistent for all years—changes may be partly due to differences in defin-
ition or available information. Equipment in storage is included but not all equipment may be operational.

a The paramilitary forces are the Border Police (under the Ministry of Interior) and, for 1987, the People’s Territorial Militia 
(which was abolished by 1991).

b Major warships are combat ships of 1250 tonnes or more standard displacement; minor warships are combat ships of less than 
1250 tonnes standard displacement.

Sources: International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance, various editions; Bulgarian Ministry of Defence; and 
media sources.

http://www.novinite.com/articles/182207/Bulgarian+Minister+of+Defense+Requests+BGN+90M+For+the+Fleet+in+the+Next+Budget
https://sofiaglobe.com/2017/05/05/bulgarian-president-calls-for-long-term-policy-to-end-dangerous-personnel-outflow-from-armed-forces/
https://sofiaglobe.com/2017/05/05/bulgarian-president-calls-for-long-term-policy-to-end-dangerous-personnel-outflow-from-armed-forces/
https://www.mod.bg/en/doc/drugi/20150930_DefCapab_Program_EN.pdf
https://www.mod.bg/en/doc/drugi/20150930_DefCapab_Program_EN.pdf
https://sofiaglobe.com/2016/02/24/bulgaria-plans-register-of-young-people-eligible-for-military-service/
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soldiers.27 This meant that the reserve force made up mainly from conscripts 
was largely abolished.

The Ministry of Defence’s armed forces development plan published 
in 2010 proposed to reduce costs through further reduction of the armed 
forces. Personnel strength was reduced by almost 25 per cent by 2014, with 
80 tanks, 280 other armoured vehicles and 80 combat aircraft.28 By 2017 the 
armed forces consisted of 31 300 active personnel. However, later that year 
President Radev called for the reductions to be reversed.29

The army has been most affected by the downsizing: since the end of the 
cold war, it has lost more than 80 per cent of its active troops and nearly 
all of its reserve strength. It has also lost most of its heavy equipment. Its 
remaining heavy equipment is almost entirely from before 1990 and has only 
undergone limited modernization since. The air force has also been substan-
tially reduced, losing most aircraft. The aircraft that it continues to fly were 
acquired before 1990 and remain largely unmodernized, having only under-
gone the overhauls necessary to keep them operational.30 The navy was least 
affected by the post-cold war downsizing since it was already small. Some 
outdated ships supplied before 1990 by the Soviet Union have been replaced 
with second-hand ships from Western states (see section VI).

IV. Armed forces deployment

Almost all Bulgarian armed forces are deployed at home and organized, 
trained and equipped for conventional military operations in defence of 
national territory. The 2011 national defence strategy allows a deployment of 
up to 1000 personnel (about 3 per cent of total troop strength) on operations 
overseas.31 Since becoming a member of NATO and the EU, Bulgaria has 
almost continuously deployed up to 800 personnel on NATO 
and EU foreign missions, including in Afghanistan, Georgia, 
Iraq, Kosovo and the Mediterranean Sea, as well as small 
contributions to several United Nations peace operations.32 
It has also participated in the Black Sea Naval Cooperation 
Task Group (BLACKSEAFOR), the EU Battle Groups, the 
NATO Response Force (NRF) and the South-Eastern Europe 
Brigade (SEEBRIG).33 The deployments in Afghanistan were the largest: 
Bulgaria contributed up to 600 troops to NATO’s International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF) until 2014 and has since provided smaller deploy-
ments for the follow-on Resolute Support mission.34 By May 2017 Bulgaria 
had 92 troops deployed to Afghanistan and in August 2017 a fresh contingent 

27 Updated Plan for Organizational Build-up and Modernization of the Armed Forces (note 4); 
and Law on Defence and Armed Forces of the Republic of Bulgaria (note 4).

28 Bulgarian Ministry of Defence (MOD), The Republic of Bulgaria’s Armed Forces’ Development 
Plan (MOD: Sofia, 2010); and Dikov (note 6).

29 Sofia Globe (note 24). 
30 Scramble, ‘Military news & updates’, no. 464 (Jan. 2018), p. 71; and Deutsche Welle, ‘Bulgarian 

air force pilots refuse to fly outdated MiG-29 jets’, 24 Oct. 2017.
31 Bulgarian Ministry of Defence (note 7), p. 13; and Dikov (note 6).
32 NATO, Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe (SHAPE), ‘Bulgaria’, [n.d.]; Novinite, 

‘The Cabinet will decide today on the participation of Bulgarian arms forces in Afghanistan’, 26 July 
2017; and SIPRI Multilateral Peace Operations Database, June 2018.

33 NATO (note 32).
34 Dikov (note 6).

Since the end of the cold war the 
Bulgarian Army has lost more than 
80 per cent of its active troops and nearly 
all of its reserve strength

https://www.mod.bg/en/doc/misc/20110207_AFDP_ENG.pdf
https://www.mod.bg/en/doc/misc/20110207_AFDP_ENG.pdf
http://www.dw.com/en/bulgarian-air-force-pilots-refuse-to-fly-outdated-mig-29-jets/a-41094377
http://www.dw.com/en/bulgarian-air-force-pilots-refuse-to-fly-outdated-mig-29-jets/a-41094377
https://shape.nato.int/bulgaria
http://www.novinite.com/articles/181604/The+Cabinet+Will+Decide+Today+on+th%D0%B5+Participation+of+Bulgarian+Armed+Forces+in+Afghanistan
https://www.sipri.org/databases/pko
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of over 100 troops increased the total to 160.35 Over the years these foreign 
deployments have given the Bulgarian armed forces, especially the ground 
forces, valuable experience in joint operations.

While meant for military defence, the Bulgarian Army has the additional 
task of supporting the Border Police (under the Ministry of Interior) in 
guard ing the Bulgarian–Turkish border. In 2016 over 2700 troops were 
involved in this task and in 2017 an additional 600 troops were allocated.36

Operations and major exercises

Since joining NATO, Bulgaria has regularly hosted or participated in exer-
cises with NATO partners. The size and frequency of such exercises have 
increased in recent years. 

The US-led Saber Guardian army exercise has been held since 2013 in 
the Black Sea region. The July 2017 exercise, which was co-hosted by Bul-
garia, Hungary and Romania, was the biggest ever, with 14 000 US troops 
and 11 000 troops from 21 other NATO members and NATO partner coun-
tries. Saber Guardian 2017 was also the first major exercise involving the 
Bulgarian –Romanian brigade set up in 2016, on this occasion under Bul-
garian command.37 

In May 2017 one of the largest recent NATO exercises, Noble Jump 2017, 
was conducted in Bulgaria, Romania and Greece.38 For the first time the Bul-
garian armed forces tested their capabilities to provide logistic support to 
other NATO forces on a large scale, which would be an important element of 
any potential fast deployment of NATO forces to Bulgaria in times of crisis.39 

The annual Thracian Star air exercise in Bulgaria was origin ally a 
Bulgarian –US event. It has since grown to include other NATO members; 
in 2018 it involved several aircraft from Bulgaria, Greece, Romania and the 
USA, including Bulgarian MiG-29 and the US F-15C/D.40

The Bulgarian Navy has been very active in exercises. In recent years it has 
participated in several international exercises and it hosts the annual large 
Briz (breeze) exercise. Briz 2018 involved 2340 personnel and 25 combat and 
auxiliary ships and cutters from 11 countries, including Bulgaria, Romania, 
Turkey and the USA.41

35 NATO, Resolute Support, ‘Resolute Support Mission: key facts and figures’, May 2017; Novinite, 
‘Today Bulgaria will sent the 34th contingent of the Bulgarian Army to participate in NATO mission 
in Afghanistan’, 15 Aug. 2017; and Novinite, ‘Bulgarian Government decided: more Bulgarian troops 
to be needed in Afghanistan’, 26 July 2017.

36 Sofia Globe (note 21); Novinite, ‘600 armed military to protect border between Turkey and 
Bulgaria’, 17 Aug. 2017; and Novinite, ‘Interior Minister: over EUR 57m of European funds for border 
protection absorbed’, 10 Aug. 2017.

37 US Army Europe, ‘Saber Guardian 2017’, Media information kit, 10 July 2017; Novinite, ‘Novo 
Selo training polygon hosted the biggest multinational exercise Saber Guardian 2017’, 20 July 2017; 
and King, W. B., ‘Army signal soldiers support Bulgarian-led multinational brigade at Saber Guard-
ian 17’, US Army, 12 July 2017.

38 Markus, I., ‘NATO Operation Noble Jump: thousands of troops assemble in South-Eastern 
Europe’, Sofia Globe, 31 May 2017.

39 Lenkin, I., [Bulgaria will take part in NATO exercise Noble Jump], TASS, 31 May 2017 (in Rus-
sian).

40 BTA, ‘Joint flights of Bulgarian, Greek, US and UK air forces during Thracian Star 2018 exer-
cise’, 16 July 2018. 

41 Zdravkova., G., ‘The Bulgarian naval exercise BREEZE 2018 is ongoing’, Bulgarian Military 
News, 16 July 2018.

https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2017_05/20170523_2017-05-RSM-Placemat.pdf
http://www.novinite.com/articles/182267/Today+Bulgaria+Will+Sent+the+34th+Contingent+of+the+Bulgarian+Army+to+Participate+in+NATO+Mission+in+Afghanistan
http://www.novinite.com/articles/182267/Today+Bulgaria+Will+Sent+the+34th+Contingent+of+the+Bulgarian+Army+to+Participate+in+NATO+Mission+in+Afghanistan
http://www.novinite.com/articles/181647/Bulgarian+Government+Decided:+More+Bulgarian+Troops+to+be+Needed+in+Afghanistan
http://www.novinite.com/articles/181647/Bulgarian+Government+Decided:+More+Bulgarian+Troops+to+be+Needed+in+Afghanistan
http://www.novinite.com/articles/182392/600+Armed+Military+to+Protect+the+Border+Between+Turkey+and+Bulgaria
http://www.novinite.com/articles/182392/600+Armed+Military+to+Protect+the+Border+Between+Turkey+and+Bulgaria
http://www.novinite.com/articles/182134/Interior+Minister:++Over+EUR+57m+of+European+Funds+for+Border+Protection+Absorbed
http://www.novinite.com/articles/182134/Interior+Minister:++Over+EUR+57m+of+European+Funds+for+Border+Protection+Absorbed
http://www.eur.army.mil/SaberGuardian/SaberGuardian17_MediaKit.pdf
https://www.novinite.com/articles/181450/Novo+Selo+Training+Polygon+Hosted+the+Biggest+Multinational+Exercise+Saber+Guardian+2017
https://www.novinite.com/articles/181450/Novo+Selo+Training+Polygon+Hosted+the+Biggest+Multinational+Exercise+Saber+Guardian+2017
https://www.army.mil/article/190695/army_signal_soldiers_support_bulgarian_led_multinational_brigade_at_saber_guardian_17
https://www.army.mil/article/190695/army_signal_soldiers_support_bulgarian_led_multinational_brigade_at_saber_guardian_17
https://sofiaglobe.com/2017/05/31/nato-operation-noble-jump-thousands-of-troops-assemble-in-south-eastern-europe/
https://sofiaglobe.com/2017/05/31/nato-operation-noble-jump-thousands-of-troops-assemble-in-south-eastern-europe/
http://tass.ru/mezhdunarodnaya-panorama/4295708
http://www.bta.bg/en/c/DF/id/1838654
http://www.bta.bg/en/c/DF/id/1838654
https://bulgarianmilitary.com/2018/07/16/the-bulgarian-naval-exercise-breeze-2018-is-ongoing/
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Bulgaria also participates in ‘security cooperation’ activities (e.g. training 
courses, operations and military exercises) organized by the US Black Sea 
Rotational Force stationed in Romania and involving US 
Marines and partners in the Black Sea region (including 
Romania), the Balkans and the Caucasus.42 Bulgaria partici-
pated in related exercises in 2016, 2017 and 2018. The August 
2018 exercise, Platinum Lion 2018, was a counterinsurgency 
peacekeeping exercise involving 700 personnel from NATO 
members (Albania, Bulgaria, Montenegro, Romania and the USA) as well as 
members of the Partnership for Peace programme (Georgia, Moldova and 
Serbia).43 

In 2016 NATO agreed on the Forward Presence initiative to further 
strengthen its eastern flank by stationing multinational units in its eastern 
members. The initiative has two main components: the Enhanced Forward 
Presence (EFP), which focuses on Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland, 
and the Tailored Forward Presence (TFP), which focuses on Bulgaria and 
Romania.44 As part of the TFP, Bulgaria has provided a small number of 
troops for the Multinational Brigade Southeast (MN BDE-SE) stationed in 
Romania.45

Foreign forces deployed in Bulgaria

Bulgaria and Greece reached an agreement in 2014 on the joint policing of 
Bulgarian airspace, but implementation has stalled probably due to a lack 
of Bulgarian funds and, reportedly, a lack of NATO funding.46 However, as 
part of the NATO ‘assurance measures’ under the Readiness Action Plan 
set up in 2014, Italy deployed four combat aircraft in July 2017 for three to 
four months to support the small number of Bulgarian combat aircraft in 
patrolling Bulgarian airspace.47 In August 2016 the USA did the same with 
two aircraft for two weeks.48 

No foreign land forces are permanently based in Bulgaria. However, under 
the 2006 Bulgarian–US Defense Cooperation Agreement, the USA can 
deploy up to 2500 troops and military equipment to Bulgarian military bases 
for such military activities as security cooperation exercises and joint oper-
ations involving NATO and NATO partner states.49 

42 Lutz, T., ‘US Marines in Bulgaria conclude exercise Platinum Lion’, US Marines, 23 Dec. 2016; 
and Vergun, D., ‘US soldiers in Bulgaria, Romania deter aggression, assure allies’, US Army, 26 Sep. 
2017.

43 US Embassy in Bulgaria, ‘Closing ceremony for Platinum Lion 2018 security exercise’, 9 Aug. 
2018; and Sofia Globe, ‘Bulgaria hosts multinational “Platinum Lion 2018” military exercise’, 8 Aug. 
2018.

44 NATO, ‘Boosting NATO’s presence in the east and southeast’, 1 Feb. 2018.
45 See Wezeman and Kuimova (note 9).
46 Chakarova, L. and Muzyka, K., ‘Naval gazing’, IHS Jane’s Intelligence Review, vol. 27, no. 11 

(Nov. 2015), p. 29.
47 NATO, Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe (SHAPE), ‘NATO assurance measures’, 

[n.d.]; NATO, Allied Air Command, ‘Italian jets deploy to Bulgaria under NATO’s enhanced Air 
Policing’, 7 July 2017; and NATO, Allied Air Command, ‘NATO air policing in Bulgaria’, 5 July 2017.

48 NATO, ‘United States to augment air policing over Bulgaria, demonstrating Allied solidarity’, 
24 Aug. 2016.

49 Agreement between the Government of the United States of America and the Government of 
the Republic of Bulgaria in Defense Cooperation (note 11).

In 2016 NATO agreed on an initiative to 
station multinational units in its eastern 
members

http://www.marines.mil/News/News-Display/Article/1037621/us-marines-in-bulgaria-conclude-exercise-platinum-lion/
https://www.army.mil/article/194338/us_soldiers_in_bulgaria_romania_deter_aggression_assure_allies
https://bg.usembassy.gov/closing-ceremony-for-platinum-lion-2018-security-exercise/
https://sofiaglobe.com/2018/08/08/bulgaria-hosts-multinational-platinum-lion-2018-military-exercise/
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_136388.htm
https://shape.nato.int/nato-assurance-measures
https://www.ac.nato.int/archive/2017/enhanced-air-policing-mission-to-begin-over-bulgaria
https://www.ac.nato.int/archive/2017/enhanced-air-policing-mission-to-begin-over-bulgaria
https://www.ac.nato.int/archive/2017/nato-air-policing-in-bulgaria
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_134483.htm
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While basing of air and land forces is technically without limitations, 
non-Black Sea countries cannot base ships in Bulgaria and even temporary 
deployments for exercises are limited. The 1936 Montreux Convention pro-
hibits naval ships from countries outside the Black Sea from staying longer 
than 21 days in the Black Sea and puts limits on the type and maximum ton-
nage of any naval ships temporary deployed.50

V. Military spending

Bulgarian military expenditure in 2007 was at its highest level since 1993, 
but by 2011 it had decreased by 36 per cent in real terms (see table 3). Between 
2011 and 2015 annual spending was around $700 million, equivalent to 
1.5 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP), but it varied from year to year. 
Between 2015 and 2017 spending grew by 29 per cent in real terms, in line 
with a substantial increase planned for 2016–20.51

Funding has been a major problem for Bulgaria’s armed forces since 
the end of the cold war. Acquisitions of new equipment, training, salaries 
and operations have often been delayed, cut or kept low because of a lack 
of money. For example, Bulgaria’s first naval deployment outside the Black 
Sea—a frigate sent to support NATO operations against Libya in 2012—was 
cut short due to a lack of money and in 2014 Bulgaria was not able to pay its 
15 million leva ($10 million) fee to NATO or a 14 million leva bill for the repair 
of aircraft.52

Like other NATO members, Bulgaria has agreed to spend at least 2 per cent 
of its GDP on defence. The 2011 national defence strategy mandated a mini-
mum of 1.5 per cent of GDP for defence and not less than 2 per cent when 
military pensions are included.53 However, according to SIPRI estimates, 

50 Convention Regarding the Régime of the Straits, signed at Montreux 20 July 1936, entered 
into force 9 Nov. 1936, League of Nations Treaty Series, vol. 173, nos 4001–32 (1936–37), Article 18(2).

51 Bulgarian Council of Ministers (note 10).
52 Dikov (note 6); and Novinite, ‘Rearmament of Bulgarian Army to cost BGN 1B by 2020’, 15 Aug. 

2014.
53 Bulgarian Ministry of Defence (note 7), p. 22; and Dikov (note 6).

Table 3. Bulgarian military expenditure, 2007–17

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017a

In national currency 
   (current leva m.)

1 475 1 388 1 355 1 320 1 166 1 229 1 356 1 232 1 166 1 336 1 508

Annual change (%) 26.0 –5.9 –2.4 –2.6 –11.7 5.4 10.3 –9.1 –5.4 14.6 12.9
In US dollars 
   (constant 2016 US$ m.)

1 043 874 830 789 669 685 732 690 654 755 843

Annual real-terms 
   change (%)

16.1 –16.2 –5.0 –4.9 –15.2 2.4 6.9 –5.7 –5.2 15.4 11.7

As a share of GDP (%) 2.3 1.9 1.9 1.8 1.4 1.5 1.6 1.5 1.3 1.4 1.6
Per capita (current US$) 136 138 129 121 113 111 124 116 92 106 122
As a share of total 
   government spending (%)

7.0 5.7 5.5 5.1 4.5 4.6 4.5 3.9 3.5 4.3 4.4

GDP = gross domestic product.
a Data for 2017 is for budgeted spending; for all other years data is actual spending.

Source: SIPRI Military Expenditure Database, May 2018.

https://treaties.un.org/doc/Publication/UNTS/LON/Volume%20173/v173.pdf
http://www.novinite.com/articles/162739/Rearmament+of+Bulgarian+Army+To+Cost+BGN+1B+by+2020
https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex
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since 2011 Bulgaria’s military spending, including pensions, has fluctuated 
between 1.3 and 1.6 per cent (see table 3). 

Ahead of the September 2014 NATO summit that reaffirmed the 2 per cent 
goal, the Bulgarian Government was highly critical of Bulgaria’s past failure 
to acquire new ‘combat capabilities’. It planned to spend 1.5 per cent of GDP 
on the military in 2015 and to increase this share by 0.1 of a percentage point 
each year in order to reach 2 per cent by 2020.54 This would double the budget 
in nominal terms (i.e. not taking account of inflation). Since the low level 
of salaries for the military is a major problem, it is likely that the planned 
increases in spending would mainly have gone to salaries. However, fund-
ing for acquisitions was also to be increased significantly, from 4–5 per cent 
of the total spending in 2014 to 15–20 per cent in 2015–20; or from about 
50 million leva ($31 million) in 2015 to over 400 million leva ($248 million in 
2015 prices) in 2020.55 

Shortly after the 2014 NATO summit and the announcement of the 
planned increases, a new prime minister, Boyko Borisov, took office. Borisov 
questioned the aim of reaching 2 per cent of GDP by 2020.56 Indeed, military 
spending fell in 2015. As prime minister in 2011, when dis-
cussing equipment modernization plans he had prioritized 
‘butter before guns’, making military spending secondary to 
economic growth and other government spending.57 As early 
as 2016, although military spending did start to rise, the time 
frame for increasing military expenditure was adjusted, and the target date 
for reaching 2 per cent of GDP was delayed until 2024.58 This illustrates the 
uncertainty that remains about the commitment of the Bulgarian political 
parties to both the schedule and the size of the planned increase.

VI. Arms holdings and acquisitions

Although the Bulgarian armed forces have been significantly reorganized 
since the end of the cold war, in 2014 the Bulgarian Government claimed 
that no new combat equipment had been acquired for 20 years or more.59 
While this is not entirely correct, it is true that little new equipment has been 
acquired since the end of the cold war. Most plans to acquire new equipment 
in the past 20–25 years have been delayed or cancelled, largely due to a lack 
of funds caused by a weak economy and a trend to favour investment in eco-
nomic development over additional spending on the military. 

Most of the weapons in service are or will soon become obsolete and are 
often dependent for spare parts and repairs on Russia. These two issues are 
recognized as among the main problems for the Bulgarian armed forces.60 
However, even the 2014 plan to use 15–20 per cent of the military budget 
for new equipment would allow only limited acquisitions: for example, even 
after the planned budget increases, the total acquisition budget for three 

54 Bulgarian Council of Ministers (note 8), p. 8.
55 Bulgarian Council of Ministers (note 8), pp. 8–9.
56 Novinite, ‘Bulgaria’s ranks average in military expenditure within NATO’, 19 Apr. 2016. 
57 Dikov (note 6).
58 Sofia Globe (note 21).
59 Bulgarian Council of Ministers, National Programme: Bulgaria in NATO and in European 

Defence 2020 (note 10), p. 4.
60 Sofia Globe (note 21); and Novinite (note 52).

Between 2015 and 2017 Bulgarian 
military spending grew by 29 per cent in 
real terms

https://www.novinite.com/articles/174103/Bulgaria%E2%80%99s+Ranks+Average+in+Military+Expenditure+within+NATO
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years would be swallowed up by the planned acquisition of the first 8 of 
16 new combat aircraft (see below). Current plans are thus limited and focus 
on new equipment for the air force and navy.

Army

Of the three services, modernization of the army’s inventory has been 
the least prioritized. A handful of new light armoured vehicles have been 
acquired in the past 10 years, mainly for Bulgarian forces on foreign missions. 
There are current plans to acquire new armoured vehicles for troop trans-
port by 2029.61

Air Force

The main assets of the air force are 15–16 MiG-29 and 14–20 Su-25 combat air-
craft acquired in the 1980s, some of which are in storage or not in a safe flying 
condition. Only seven of the MiG-29 aircraft were reported to be operational 

in late 2017 and even those were deemed so unsafe that some 
pilots refused to fly them.62 There have been plans to replace 
the current MiG-29 and Su-25 combat aircraft with new or 
second-hand aircraft since the late 1990s. Although replacing 
the aircraft has consistently been con sidered a priority, the 

process has been repeatedly delayed, mainly due to a lack of funds. In the 
interim the MiG-29s were upgraded in 2006–2009 by the original Russian 
producer to keep most of them operational.63 

The latest plan, announced in 2016, is for the acquisition of 16 combat air-
craft by 2023 in two batches of 8.64 For the first batch and related armament, 
1.5 billion leva ($815–900 million) was allocated and a tender for proposals 
was issued in late 2016. Several European countries offered surplus aircraft 
and in April 2017 the Swedish Gripen-C was announced as the ‘preferred 
option’.65 President Radev supports both the need for new aircraft and the 
selection of the Gripen.66 However, the prime minister, Borisov, has ques-
tioned the need for new advanced combat aircraft and has suggested cheaper 
alternatives, while his party favours the second-hand F-16 offered by the 
USA.67 In September 2017 a parliamentary investigation into the acqui sition 
process found fault with the selection of the Gripen and the selection pro-
cess was restarted in July 2018.68 By the end of 2017 it was reported that the 
government now also considered the larger and more advanced F/A-18E as 

61 Subev (note 21).
62 Scramble (note 30); and Deutsche Welle (note 30).
63 Holdanowicz, G., ‘Bulgaria focuses on fighter procurement’, IHS Jane’s Defence Weekly, 21 Apr. 

2010.
64 Mladenov, A. and Grozev, K., ‘Bulgaria issues RFP for new fighter’, Flight International, 14 Dec. 

2016.
65 Tsalova, T. and Krasimirov, A., ‘Bulgaria opts for Swedish Gripen combat jets’, Reuters, 26 Apr. 

2017.
66 Novinite (note 18); and Mladenov and Grozev (note 19).
67 Mladenov and Grozev (note 19).
68 Krasimirov, A., ‘Bulgaria issues request for proposals for fighter jets’, Reuters, 25 July 2018; 

Mladenov and Grozev (note 19); and Bozinovski, I., ‘Bulgaria considers Russia for MiG-29, Su-25 
upgrade help’, IHS Jane’s Defence Weekly, 9 Aug. 2017, p. 12.

Maintaining a force of major combat 
ships has been and will continue to be 
the main priority for the Bulgarian Navy

https://www.flightglobal.com/news/articles/bulgaria-issues-rfp-for-new-fighter-432385/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-bulgaria-defence-airplane/bulgaria-opts-for-swedish-gripen-combat-jets-idUSKBN17S1B4
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-bulgaria-defence-jets/bulgaria-issues-request-for-proposals-for-fighter-jets-idUSKBN1KF10W
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an option.69 Krasimir Karakachanov, Bulgaria’s defence minister, has sub-
sequently also mentioned the possibility of obtaining Israeli second-hand 
F-16s.70

In the meantime, Bulgaria is considering overhauling the MiG-29 and 
Su-25 aircraft with the help of the Russian companies that originally pro-
duced them, which will keep them operational until 2022 or, according to 
Karakachanov, until 2030.71 In October 2017 he saw no need to hurry the 
acquisition of new aircraft.72

Navy

Maintaining a force of major combat ships has been and will continue to be 
the main priority for the Bulgarian Navy. 

Three second-hand but modernized Wielingen-class frigates (built in the 
1970s) were acquired from Belgium in 2005–2009 to supplement one frigate 
dating from the 1980s and replace outdated ships. In 2008 a lack of funds led 
Bulgaria to cancel a €700 million ($824 million) plan for four similar ships to 
replace all four frigates then in service. A €400 million ($471 million) tender 
for two new frigates was launched in August 2017.73 Bulgaria also plans to 
modernize the current Wielingen frigates by 2020.74 

A new large patrol ship is planned to be acquired by 2020 to replace small 
combat ships dating from the late 1980s.75 The project, however, has not 
made progress due to the decision by the shipbuilding company to cancel its 
proposal, largely because the Ministry of Defence reduced the price that it 
would pay.76

Plans for new submarines were abandoned in 2011 when Bulgaria closed 
its submarine unit since there was no future prospect of funding and the 
unit’s sole submarine had not been operational for years.77

Anti-mine capabilities are another priority.78 One former Belgian mine-
hunter was acquired in 2007 to complement older minesweepers dating from 
the 1980s. The current ships will be modernized and acquisition of two new 
anti-mine ships is planned after 2020 to replace three old ships.79

69 Scramble (note 30).
70 Sofia Globe, ‘Bulgarian defence minister: fighter jet, infantry vehicle projects to go to cabinet 

on May 9’, 27 Apr. 2018.
71 Reuters, ‘NATO member Bulgaria picks Russia to overhaul aging MiG-29 jets’, 14 Mar. 2018; 

Bozinovski (note 68); and Mladenov and Grozev (note 19).
72 Leviev-Sawyer, C., ‘Bulgarian Defence Minister: “no need to hurry” in getting new jet fighters’, 

Sofia Globe, 5 Oct. 2017.
73 Tran, P., ‘Macron might back warship pitch to Bulgaria’, Defense News, 21 Aug. 2017.
74 Bulgarian Council of Ministers, National Programme: Bulgaria in NATO and in European 

Defence 2020 (note 10), p. 14; and Novinite (note 23).
75 Bulgarian Council of Ministers, National Programme: Bulgaria in NATO and in European 

Defence 2020 (note 10), p. 14.
76 Bozinovski, I., ‘Bulgaria weighs up options as patrol boat acquisition plans stall’, Jane’s Navy 

International, 5 Mar. 2018.
77 Dikov (note 6).
78 Bulgarian Council of Ministers, National Programme: Bulgaria in NATO and in European 

Defence 2020 (note 10), p. 14.
79 Saunders, ed. (note 3), p. 95.

https://sofiaglobe.com/2018/04/27/bulgarian-defence-minister-fighter-jet-infantry-vehicle-projects-to-go-to-cabinet-on-may-9/
https://sofiaglobe.com/2018/04/27/bulgarian-defence-minister-fighter-jet-infantry-vehicle-projects-to-go-to-cabinet-on-may-9/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-bulgaria-defence-russia/nato-member-bulgaria-picks-russia-to-overhaul-aging-mig-29-jets-idUSKCN1GQ1X6
https://sofiaglobe.com/2017/10/05/bulgarian-defence-minister-no-need-to-hurry-getting-new-jet-fighters/
https://www.defensenews.com/naval/2017/08/21/macron-might-back-warship-pitch-to-bulgaria/
http://www.janes.com/article/78352/bulgaria-weighs-up-options-as-patrol-boat-acquisition-plans-stall


14 sipri background paper

VII. Conclusions

Bulgaria recognizes many actual and potential direct and indirect threats to 
its security and has seen those threats grow in recent years. It is committed 
to dealing with them as a member of NATO and the EU, and therefore sup-
ports NATO’s aim to increase military spending and military cooperation, 
coordination and interoperability. 

However, Bulgaria has limited means to modernize its largely out-
dated inventory of weapons or even to maintain troop levels. Plans for 
improvements lack urgency. This can be explained partly by con tinuous 
disagreement within the weak coalition governments on spending priorities 
and partly by a lack of government funds. Moreover Bulgaria has generally 
friendly relations with Russia and does not perceive any of its neighbours or 
other Black Sea littoral states as being among the major threats to its security.



bulgaria and black sea security 15

Abbreviations

BLACKSEAFOR Black Sea Naval Cooperation Task Group
EEZ Exclusive economic zone
EFP Enhanced Forward Presence
EU European Union
FYROM Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia
GDP Gross domestic product
ISAF NATO International Security Assistance Force
MOD Ministry of Defence
MN BDE-SE Multinational Brigade Southeast
NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization
NFIU NATO Force Integration Unit
NRF NATO Response Force 
SEEBRIG South-Eastern Europe Brigade
TFP Tailored Forward Presence
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