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Introduction
Small and middle powers face a paradox in the AI era. The technologies most likely to
alter the balance of power are increasingly accessible, yet the costs of getting them
wrong—ethically, operationally, and strategically—are high. This book argues that
countries with limited budgets can still achieve outsized influence and credible
deterrence by focusing on pragmatic adoption: open-source tools, niche capabilities,
and coalition partnerships that turn constraints into advantages. The goal is not to
mimic great powers, but to out-think and out-adapt them in specific mission areas
where agility and clarity of purpose matter more than raw resources.

We begin from a simple premise: strategy precedes technology. AI is a means to
create intelligence advantage, increase the precision of effects, and reduce risk to
forces and civilians. Small states do not need everything; they need the right few
things that shift decision timelines, complicate an adversary’s planning, and make
attacks prohibitively costly. This requires ruthless prioritization—identifying narrow
problems where data is available, integration is feasible, and outcomes can be
measured clearly.

The pages ahead emphasize building blocks that are affordable and repeatable. Open-
source software, commercial sensors, and commodity compute can deliver meaningful
capability when combined with disciplined data practices and rigorous testing. Edge AI
can function when networks are jammed; mesh communications and clever caching
can keep critical models useful in degraded environments. With the right interfaces
and governance, even modest teams can fuse multi-source intelligence, field
autonomous sentry or scout systems, and generate precise, accountable effects.

Partnerships are central to this approach. Small states rarely succeed alone, but they
can set the terms of cooperation by bringing distinctive value—terrain knowledge,
language expertise, specialized datasets, or a rapid test range where prototypes meet
reality. Minilateral groupings and public‑private alliances help overcome scale
constraints, share maintenance burdens, and create interoperable standards that
endure. The key is to negotiate for access to data, models, and updates—not just
hardware—so capability grows over time instead of decaying after delivery.

None of this works without people. Talent strategies for small states must blend
domestic education, targeted upskilling, and thoughtful engagement with the
diaspora. Retention improves when practitioners are trusted with mission, protected
by clear legal authorities, and supported by modern tooling and procurement that
rewards iteration over perfection. Ethics and safety are not afterthoughts; they are
operational requirements that sustain legitimacy at home and credibility with partners.
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The book is organized to move from strategy to execution. Early chapters set aims and
principles. Middle chapters detail mission‑area playbooks—from ISR and cyber defense
to electronic warfare, maritime denial, and influence operations—showing where AI
can deliver asymmetric leverage. Later chapters address the hard scaffolding:
acquisition reform, testing and evaluation, data governance, export controls, logistics,
and sovereign compute. We conclude with metrics that matter and a practical
24‑month roadmap that any capable ministry or joint staff can tailor and run.

What this book does not promise is silver bullets or turnkey solutions. Adversaries
adapt, models drift, sensors fail, and laws evolve. Success for small states comes from
building a living system: short feedback loops from field to lab, transparent measures
of effectiveness, and the humility to prune what does not work. If readers finish with a
sharper sense of where to say no—and a confident plan for a focused yes—then the
book has done its job.

Ultimately, “punching above strategic weight” in an AI world is less about owning the
most advanced model and more about orchestrating modest elements into a coherent
whole. With clear priorities, disciplined data, interoperable architectures, and
principled partnerships, small and middle powers can deter aggression, protect their
publics, and contribute meaningfully to collective security. The advantage is there for
those prepared to seize it—patiently, ethically, and with purpose.
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Chapter One: Why Small States Can Win with AI
The prevailing narrative surrounding Artificial Intelligence often paints a picture of a
race dominated by technological superpowers like the United States and China. These
behemoths pour billions into research and development, cultivate vast talent pools,
and possess extensive datasets, seemingly setting an unassailable pace. This
perspective, while acknowledging their significant advantages, often overlooks a
crucial nuance: AI is not a singular, monolithic capability that a state either possesses
or lacks. Instead, it is a layered system encompassing data, algorithms, hardware,
cloud infrastructure, standards, and regulation. This modularity is precisely where
small and middle powers find their opening, transforming perceived limitations into
strategic advantages.

Small states, by their very nature, often operate under structural constraints. They
typically possess limited budgets, smaller domestic markets, and can struggle with
access to cutting-edge resources and a deep bench of AI talent. Historically, such
limitations would place them at a severe disadvantage in any technological arms race.
Yet, the current AI landscape offers a different reality. The democratization of AI tools,
particularly through open-source software, commercial off-the-shelf sensors, and
commodity computing, means that many foundational components are increasingly
accessible to a wider array of actors. This doesn't mean small states will build the next
foundational large language model, but it does mean they can effectively use them.

The concept of "asymmetric advantage" is not new to the study of warfare or
international relations. It describes situations where a smaller force can achieve
success against a larger, more powerful adversary by employing unconventional
tactics, exploiting vulnerabilities, or leveraging unique strengths. Throughout history,
we've seen examples of smaller entities outmaneuvering larger ones by avoiding head-
on confrontations and innovating from the bottom up. The advent of AI provides a new
dimension to this age-old principle, offering novel pathways for smaller powers to
punch above their strategic weight.

One key reason small states can thrive in an AI world lies in their inherent agility.
Unlike larger bureaucracies often weighed down by legacy systems and entrenched
interests, smaller nations can adapt more quickly to emerging technologies and
shifting strategic landscapes. This nimbleness allows them to identify and capitalize on
niche capabilities and rapidly integrate AI solutions into their existing frameworks.
When the speed of innovation is a critical factor, being able to pivot and implement
new tools swiftly becomes a formidable asset.

Furthermore, the very constraints of limited resources can foster a culture of focused
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innovation. When you can't afford to chase every shiny new AI development, you are
forced to be ruthlessly pragmatic. This leads to a sharper identification of specific, high-
impact problem areas where AI can deliver tangible results for national security, rather
than investing in broad, unfocused endeavors. This disciplined approach, emphasizing
frugality and focus, is a cornerstone of success for smaller powers.

Consider the notion of "decision advantage." In modern warfare, it's no longer solely
about overwhelming firepower; it's increasingly about who can process information
faster, make better decisions, and act more decisively. AI excels at processing vast
amounts of data in real-time, identifying patterns, and even predicting adversarial
movements. For a small state, gaining a decision advantage through AI-driven
intelligence and rapid analysis can be the equalizer against a larger adversary with
more conventional military might.

AI can also be a force multiplier, extending the reach and effectiveness of existing
capabilities without requiring massive investments in new hardware. For instance,
enhancing target recognition in drones with AI can have an outsized impact on
operational effectiveness. This allows smaller nations to get more out of their current
assets, turning relatively modest platforms into highly capable tools. It's about working
smarter, not necessarily harder or with more expensive equipment.

The private sector's role in AI development is another significant factor benefiting
small states. Unlike traditional military technologies, AI innovation is largely driven by
commercial entities for civilian applications. This means that a wealth of advanced AI
tools and research is available, often in open-source formats, outside of direct
government control. Small states can leverage this commercial innovation, adapting
and integrating these dual-use technologies for their defense needs, rather than
having to develop everything from scratch. This circumvents the prohibitive costs and
timeframes associated with bespoke military-grade solutions.

Moreover, small states can carve out specialized niches within the global AI value
chain. Instead of attempting to compete across the entire spectrum of AI
development, they can focus on specific areas where they can build expertise and
influence. This could involve developing specialized datasets, fine-tuning AI models for
local languages and contexts, or contributing to the development of AI governance
frameworks. Singapore, for example, has consistently ranked highly in the Global AI
Index by focusing on applying AI and shaping AI governance, rather than trying to
dominate foundational research.

The potential for AI to enhance deterrence is particularly relevant for small states.
Deterrence relies on a state's ability to demonstrate capability and credibility,
convincing a potential adversary that the costs of aggression outweigh the benefits. AI
can strengthen deterrence by improving defensive capabilities, allowing for better
detection and attribution of offensive operations, and potentially even by augmenting
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the speed and accuracy of defensive weapons. The mere presence of advanced AI-
driven defensive capabilities can discourage conflict before it begins.

In the realm of intelligence, AI offers unprecedented opportunities for small states to
overcome limitations in human resources and traditional collection methods. AI-
powered tools can process and analyze vast quantities of multi-source intelligence,
from open-source information to sensor data, providing a more comprehensive and
timely understanding of the operational environment. This enhanced situational
awareness is crucial for anticipating threats and making informed decisions.

Finally, AI enables precision effects, allowing for more accurate and targeted
operations with reduced risk of collateral damage. This is a critical consideration for
small states, which often operate with limited resources and face significant
international scrutiny. The ability to achieve precise outcomes, whether in military
operations or other strategic endeavors, enhances legitimacy and minimizes
unintended consequences.

While the "AI race" is often framed as a contest between giants, the reality is more
nuanced. Small states, armed with agility, focused strategies, and a willingness to
leverage open-source and commercial innovations, are not mere bystanders. They are
active participants, capable of harnessing AI to secure their autonomy, enhance their
security, and expand their influence in ways previously unimaginable. The following
chapters will delve into the practical strategies for how they can achieve this
asymmetric advantage.
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