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Introduction
Dra. Claribel de Castro Sánchez

From a new world order to a multipolar world?

In the 1980s, people began to speak of a ‘new world order’ which 
implied overcoming the classic and traditional concept of security 
derived from changes in international society itself, such as the 
end of bipolar confrontation, the outbreak of internal wars linked 
to development problems, complex political emergencies in 
contexts of economic and state collapse (de Castro, 2006). This 
process of evolution and ‘globalisation’ of the concept was further 
fuelled by migratory flows and acts of international terrorism. In 
short, it became clear that the concept of security could not be 
understood from a reductionist perspective, considering that the 
only threats can come from an attack by an enemy state or the 
rebellion of an internal insurgent group, but that new ones should 
be included among the most important issues on the ‘global 
agenda’ affecting security: drug trafficking, arms trafficking, 
organised crime, international terrorism, mass migrations, 
natural disasters, genocide, crimes against humanity, or flagrant 
violations of the rights of vulnerable groups or the absence of 
development and democratic principles (Abbot et al., 2006), 
(Fonseca, 2008). At that time, it therefore became clear that a 
comprehensive, all-encompassing concept of security had to be 
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taken as a starting point since, as security threats are multiform 
and come from many different sources, the instruments, and 
measures to guarantee security would necessarily have to be 
comprehensive, both from the perspective of the actors and of 
the measures.

New security models were developed that took into account the 
phenomena produced by the end of the Cold War, linked to the 
process of globalisation, which did not focus exclusively on the 
military or economic level, and which transcended the national or 
regional sphere (de Castro, 2010). Thus, it is clear that for more 
than forty years we have been witnessing a reconfiguration of 
the international model created after the World War II where the 
bipolar world is being replaced by a multipolar world in which, in 
addition to state actors, other non-state actors have their sphere 
of influence (Domecq, 2015).

However, it is also evident that in recent years the world in which 
we live has become even more complex, diverse, and uncertain. 
New risks and vulnerabilities have a nature and impact that ‘follow 
diffuse and asymmetric logics for which we do not always have the 
appropriate tools’ mainly due to ‘their multifaceted nature and their 
speed of transformation’ (Ballesteros, 2015), (Domecq, 2015), 
which evidently makes it difficult, firstly, to perceive and assess 
such risks, as well as to design policies that can address them.

The self-proclamation of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria and 
the conflicts that have developed in their territories, tensions 
with China, climate change, energy insecurity, new generation 
weapons, hybrid threats, cyber-attacks or terrorist attacks, 
the arrival of millions of refugees and, to top it all off, Russia’s 
aggression against Ukraine are all examples of this (Abad 
Soto, 2019), (Molina and Benedicto, 2020), (Vallès, 2019) 
and demonstrate the deterioration in the level of security that 
unequivocally affects all societies, including Europe, highlighting 
the urgent need to redefine the security and defence policies of 
both states and international organisations.

The path taken by the European Union towards common 
defence

Despite not being expressly included in the founding treaties, the 
idea of moving towards political union in security and defence 
matters is certainly a constant in the European project which, 
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however, since the failure of the European Defence Community 
(EDC)1, has moved at a much slower pace than integration in 
other material areas, giving the impression, in the words of 
Minister García Vargas (2015), that ‘Europe struggles like Hamlet 
with its common defence’.

However, reality is stubborn and, time and again in recent 
decades, it has become clear that European defence has been 
and continues to be necessary (Domecq, 2015), while at the 
same time demonstrating Europe’s weakness and lack of political 
will in this area, constantly postponing the effective creation of a 
common defence policy. Progress in this field has been come in 
fits and starts.

Thus, after the first conflicts in Yugoslavia and the lukewarm 
European position, the Maastricht Treaty was adopted. It constituted 
a not inconsiderable step forward in this field by prudently opening 
ambitious perspectives by introducing the concepts of ‘common 
security policy’, ‘common defence policy’ and ‘common defence’ 
into the treaty, although with a very different treatment and 
possibility of progress for each of them due to the absence of 
common positions among Member States (de Castro, 2000)2.

However, in the years following the entry into force of the 
Maastricht Treaty, the EU’s lack of a rapid and effective response 
to the various conflict situations in different parts of the world 
meant a loss of credibility and political weight for the Union in the 
eyes of both its own citizens and the rest of the world. The Treaty 
of Amsterdam therefore set out to improve regulation in the field 
of common security and defence, introducing innovations that 
showed the will of the Member States to provide a concrete basis 
for the formulation of a common defence policy, including the 
inclusion of the so-called Petersberg tasks (de Castro, 2006).

1 As Abad Soto (2019) has pointed out, several factors led to the failure of the 
EDC: a) the need to create a supranational entity, the European Political Community 
(EPC), to take decisions on defence matters; b) the opposition of the bipolar system 
that emerged after the end of World War II to the emergence of a third actor in the 
international system; c) the growing influence of NATO and, above all; d) General de 
Gaulle’s opposition to supranationality, which led to the French National Assembly’s 
refusal to approve the project.
2 At the time of drafting the TEU the reality was complex: on the one hand, different 
perceptions on these issues between states that were members of the EU and also 
of the WEU and those that were only members of the EU; on the other, different 
sensibilities between Member States that belonged to NATO and those that did not; 
finally, there was the difficult task of defining EU-NATO-WEU relations.
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But once again, the EU did not know how or was not able to 
take advantage of the instruments that the law offered, and the 
EU’s involvement in the Kosovo conflict once again highlighted 
the absence of a real foreign and defence policy, the fragile 
consensus among Member States (de Castro, 2006) and the 
need for the EU to go faster and further in the European defence 
identity, with its own means to act in the face of international 
crises. As a result, the first political steps forward were taken, 
albeit timidly, at subsequent European Councils. In Saint-Malo 
(December 1998), a Joint Declaration on European Defence was 
adopted by France and the United Kingdom. In Cologne (June 
1999), the ‘European Council Declaration on Strengthening the 
Common European Policy on Security and Defence’ was adopted, 
which stressed that ‘the Union must have the capacity for 
autonomous action, backed up by credible military forces, the 
means to decide to use them, and a readiness to do so, in order 
to respond to international crises and without prejudice to NATO 
action’ (European Council, 1999). Finally, in Helsinki (December 
1999), a ‘Headline Goal’ was established for 2003 with the aim of 
creating a ‘Euro-force’ for rapid intervention and it was decided 
to create a Political and Security Committee (PSC), assisted by a 
Military Committee and a General Staff that would be responsible 
for the direction and control of operations, laying the foundations 
for the European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP) (de Castro, 
2000), (Martínez, 2016).

The Treaty of Nice did not entail a substantial reform of the 
EU Treaty in general terms, nor in the security and defence 
framework, incorporating the commitments made in the 
‘Declaration on Security and Defence’, annexed to the Treaty. It is 
however interesting to note that Article 2 TEU included among the 
objectives of the Union ‘to assert its identity on the international 
scene, in particular through the implementation of a common 
foreign and security policy including the progressive framing of a 
common defence policy, which might lead to a common defence’ 
(de Castro, 2006). In spite of this, Articles 17 and 25 TEU included 
the existence of an autonomous EU military capability (Martínez, 
2016), making it possible for the Laeken Council (2001) to 
adopt the ‘Declaration on the Operational Capability of the ESDP’ 
(European Council, 2001), which stated that the EU was prepared 
for certain missions.

Another major step forward at this time was the signing of the so-
called Berlin-Plus Agreements in 2002, which allowed for the use 
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of NATO structures, mechanisms and resources to conduct ESDP 
missions and under which operations Concordia and Artemis 
would be deployed, as well as a civilian mission in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina.

All these steps culminated in the adoption of the first document 
setting out the EU’s strategic framework: The European Security 
Strategy (European Council, 2003). The document set out 
the broad outlines on which the European Union should base 
its external action; a major step forward, although it is true 
that the document did not include many references to defence 
priorities.

Faced with the fiascos in its common foreign and security 
action, the EU embarked on the process of drafting the Treaty 
establishing a Constitution for Europe which, in an attempt to 
take steps towards greater involvement in the field of defence, 
undertook reforms from an organisational, decision-making and 
operational point of view to give the EU a new leading role in 
world affairs (Haine, 2004). In fact, the first aspect that is striking 
is the change of name from European Security and Defence 
Policy (ESDP) to Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP). 
Far from being superfluous, this change implies the intention to 
overcome the purely intergovernmental structure, even without 
fully fitting into the sphere of integration, as demonstrated by the 
maintaining the requirement of unanimity for decision-making 
(de Castro, 2006).

After the failure of the Constitutional Treaty, the negotiation process 
began for the Treaty of Lisbon, which was finally approved in 2007 
and included most of the innovations that had been introduced by 
the Convention in the previous text: updating and extension of 
the Petersberg tasks, the solidarity clause, the mutual assistance 
clause, permanent structured cooperation (PESCO)3, as well as 
the legal basis for the creation of the European Defence Agency 
(Art. 42.3). However,’unanimity’ is still required for decision-
making in this area, which, together with the ‘abstention’ route, 
represent two limits to the development of the CSDP.

In December 2013, the European Council sets out the need to increase 
the effectiveness, visibility and impact of the Common Security and 

3 Council Decision (CFSP) 2017/2315 of 11 December 2017 establishing permanent 
structured cooperation and determining the list of participating States (OJ L 331, 14 
December 2017, p. 57).
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Defence Policy, improve capability development and strengthen the 
European defence industry (European Council, 2013).

2016 is a key year for progress in this area. In June, at the 
informal meeting of heads of state and government, the High 
Representative presented her Global Strategy for the European 
Union’s Foreign and Security Policy. A month later, at the NATO 
summit in Warsaw, the EU-NATO Joint Declaration4 was signed. It 
aimed to strengthen cooperation between the two organisations 
to address the new security challenges from Europe’s eastern and 
southern borders. On 14 November, the Security and Defence 
Implementation Plan is adopted (Council, 2016) at the Security 
and Defence Council meeting. That same month, the Commission 
will present its European Defence Action Plan, which aims to 
achieve ‘more efficient spending in joint defence capabilities, 
strengthen European citizens’ security and foster a competitive 
and innovative industrial base’ (Commission, 2016), among other 
measures, by creating the European Defence Fund. Finally, at its 
December meeting, the European Council endorses the EU Global 
Strategy, the European Defence Action Plan and gives the green 
light to the proposals contained in the EU-NATO Joint Declaration.

The adoption of the Global Security Strategy did indeed mark 
a change in philosophy from the 2003 Security Strategy by 
establishing a link between internal and external security and 
opting for a comprehensive and multidimensional approach 
to security. To this end, in addition to creating the necessary 
instruments, it placed the planning of external relations within 
the same framework of values, which would make it possible 
to aspire to true strategic autonomy through measures include 
more cooperative work between Member States on security and 
defence-related issues, a European Headquarters, a greater role 
for PESCO and the European Defence Fund (EDF)5. To this whole 
framework is added “the European Defence Agency (originated 
in 2004), with the aim of promoting institutionalised cooperation 
between Member States at European level, facilitating economies 
of scale and avoiding productive duplication and uncoordinated 
public and private investment in the military industry” (Molina 
and Benedicto, 2020).

4 The Joint Declaration was signed by the President of the European Council, the 
President of the Commission, and the NATO Secretary General.
5 Established by Regulation (EU) 2021/697 of the European Parliament and of the 
Council of 29 April 2021 (OJ L170, 12/5/2021, p. 149).
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Another key year was 2017 as, on the one hand, the Council on 
8 June adopted Decision (EU) 2017/971 establishing the Military 
Planning and Conduct Capability, within the EU Military Staff, 
which would assume command of EU non-executive military 
missions in order to improve crisis management structures; on 
the other hand, in December PESCO was established through 
Decision (CFSP) 2017/2315.

Progress is being made between 2018 and 2019, notably the 
various initiatives taken within PESCO, the continuation of 
relations between the EU and NATO —a new joint declaration 
signed on 10 July 2018— and the creation of the European Peace 
Facility6 in March 2021, which will subsequently be the structure 
used to channel support to the Ukrainian armed forces after the 
Russian invasion in February 20227.

Let’s take stock of the path taken

For some, despite the fact that years have passed since the entry 
into force of the Lisbon Treaty, which expanded the legal bases 
for greater integration and defensive autonomy, the desired 
progress has not been achieved, nor can we speak of deployment 
capacity, and this despite the ‘hyperactivity’ observed in this area, 
especially since 2016 (Fiott, 2020), (Martínez, 2016). Yet others 
consider that the legal-constitutional framework established by 
this treaty has allowed ‘very significant, almost unsuspected 
advances to be made, even if from time to time they pale or are 
even completely eclipsed by the proliferation of crises that, in one 
way or another, compromise the security of the Union and put its 
response capacity to the test’ (González Alonso, 2021).

The truth is that, without going to the extreme of an absolutely 
negative assessment, the speed at which the EU has moved 
towards the process of creating a common defence has not been 
desirable. But what could the reasons have been? Literature has 
pointed to various and diverse. The first is the existence of the 
sacrosanct principle of state sovereignty, which makes states 

6 Established by Council Decision (CFSP) 2021/509 of 22 March 2021 establishing 
a European Peace Support Fund and repealing Decision (CFSP) 2015/528 (OJ L102, 
24/3/2021, p. 14).
7 On 28 February 2022, the Council of the Union approved assistance measures 
totalling 200 million euros, mainly for the provision of equipment and supplies to the 
Ukrainian armed forces.
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very reluctant to divest themselves of areas at the core of their 
sovereignty, like defence. Others point to the fact that

‘The CSDP focuses on the various dimensions of crisis 
management and not at all on the “territorial defence” of its 
Member States. It was not designed for large-scale military 
operations and European military capabilities are not based 
on the creation of a permanent European army, but rather 
on the “voluntary and temporary” contribution of its Member 
States to carry out operations/missions within the framework 
of the CSDP’ (Abad Soto, 2019).

These characteristics have not allowed the European Union to 
play its proper role on the international stage, on the one hand, 
and on the other, ‘lacking its own modern and well-cohesive 
military capabilities, which would allow it to deploy autonomous 
military actions for its own defence and not just security actions 
in third countries’ (López-Jacoiste, 2020), it has not been able to 
play its proper role ad intra.

The slowdown in the process could also be attributed to the 
global economic crisis, the so-called refugee crisis, and even the 
COVID-19 pandemic in recent years. It could even be argued that 
a major reason for the slow progress in the political sphere is the 
EU’s own identity crisis, or, in the words of Martínez (2016): ‘The 
wave of Euroscepticism that has caused the great project that 
is the EU to lose emotion among public opinion, that there is no 
longer any enthusiasm for the European project’.

However, despite the truth in all these arguments and criticisms, 
we share the positive idea of those who, like González Alonso 
(2021), understand that in an exercise to overcome the impotence 
that comes from seeing the EU’s slowness in responding to 
situations that require agility time and time again, the changes 
undertaken by the Union point ‘towards an authentic revolution’, a 
‘qualitative leap that is taking place and that has made it possible 
for the first time to establish certain “Community” anchors for the 
development of the EU’s CSDP without stridency; a much more 
solid base, in short, on which to continue building with greater 
ambition for the future’.

If the EU wants to overcome its ‘existential crisis’, it must make 
a ‘qualitative leap towards a more European security and defence 
policy’ (Molina and Benedicto, 2020). Thus, it is more than evident 
that there is an absolute need for a reconfiguration of European 
security that, although based on the will of the Member States 
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(Delgado, et. al., 2020), defines a strategic autonomy that allows 
the EU to occupy its rightful role as an international actor in the 
strategic scenario of the 21st century.

Indeed, this need had already been noted in the EU Global 
Strategy for Foreign and Security Policy (2016), which in its 
foreword declared its ambition to achieve ‘strategic autonomy for 
the European Union’ and to have ‘the strength to contribute to 
peace, security in the region and around the world’ (Molina and 
Benedicto, 2020). This idea was reinforced by the President of 
the European Commission, Jean-Claude Junker, when he stated 
in his State of the Union address that “by 2025 we need a fully-
fledged European Defence Union”.

Recent events only reinforce the idea that ‘in these turbulent 
times in the international sphere’, the European Union must 
defend ‘its independence and autonomy, in the broadest sense of 
the term, ranging from institutional autonomy, to the autonomy 
of its legal system, to energy, digital and strategic autonomy’ 
(López-Jacoiste, 2020).

The changing international scene as a vector for change

In addition to these internal vicissitudes that have affected the 
speed and direction of the construction of a common European 
defence, other events or situations have occurred on the 
international stage. This was echoed by the European Council 
itself at its 2014 meeting when it stated that:

‘Europe’s security environment is evolving significantly, 
rapidly and dramatically. Ongoing conflicts and instability 
in our immediate and wider neighbourhood, such as Iraq, 
Libya, the Sahel and Ukraine, remain a particular cause for 
great concern (Council of Europe, 2014)’.

One element that has therefore driven the European strategic 
autonomy agenda (Arteaga and Simón, 2021) has been the 
change in the relationship with the American ally, once the main 
guarantor of European security through NATO; and while it is 
true, as Martín and Pérez de Nanclares (2018) point out, that 
‘international multilateralism has been in decline since well before 
Trump’s arrival in the White House’, it is also true that his term 
as US president (2017-2021) aggravated the situation as it was 
marked by scepticism regarding the historic transatlantic security 
link and rapprochement with other regions (Vallès, 2019), 
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disdain for the Iran nuclear deal (Pérez de Nanclares, 2018), the 
declaration of a trade war on Europe - in addition to Canada and 
Mexico - as well as explicit criticism of European countries.

But another change, of course, has greatly marked the shift in 
European perceptions of security and defence: the worsening 
of relations with Russia, which ‘seems ready to use any means 
necessary to regain its leading role in the world’ (Martín and 
Pérez de Nanclares, 2018), which represents a major threat 
to multilateralism and international law (Mason, 2022). This 
change of attitude, which entails a worsening of the EU’s security 
conditions on its eastern flank, has been manifested both in the 
increase in its military power and in the progressive militarisation 
of Kaliningrad, and above all in its expansionist aspirations, 
reflected not only in the territory of Ukraine since the annexation 
of the Crimean peninsula in 2014, but also in the borders of EU 
Member States (López-Jacoiste, 2020). The ‘aggression’ against 
Ukraine that took place last February, and which is still ongoing 
at the time of writing, only goes to highlight these expansionary 
impulses.

This new geopolitical scenario has clearly raised the need to 
redefine the security strategies of the European Union, its Member 
States and NATO itself.

In the case of NATO, the NATO 2030 Agenda has already set out 
the main issues8 to be addressed by the Madrid Council, which will 
redefine its strategic concept at its June 2022 meeting. The new 
panorama we have described showed that there was an urgent 
need to adapt the Alliance’s strategy to the current turbulence, 
as well as to position itself with respect to the transatlantic link. 
Therefore, as Arteaga and Simón (2021) have pointed out, ‘it 
seems that the Madrid Strategic Concept must reflect on some 
aspects of the transatlantic link, such as the reaffirmation of the 
values of the North Atlantic Treaty, the centrality of NATO for the 
United States and its European allies, NATO’s response to the 
challenge of China and security in the Asia-Pacific region, the 
relevance of Art. 5 and the recomposition of NATO-EU relations to 

8 These issues included: strengthening the transatlantic link; adapting NATO to an 
era dominated by strategic rivalry between major powers, which translates mainly into 
the need to strengthen deterrence with Russia and address the Chinese challenge; 
reviewing NATO’s priority (cooperative security and crisis management); burden-
sharing between the US and Europe; resilience; technological innovation; partnerships; 
and the climate-security nexus.
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integrate the ‘open’ concept of European strategic autonomy. The 
Alliance is reluctant to acknowledge that relations between the 
two sides of the North Atlantic are no longer at the centre of global 
security. The Madrid Strategic Concept will have to match the 
security concerns of Europeans in its neighbourhood with those 
of North Americans in the Indo-Pacific, with a division of roles and 
responsibilities. The emergence of China as a systemic challenge 
- though not yet an adversary - to NATO puts Europeans in the 
dilemma of whether to join the US in its geopolitical struggle or 
maintain its own strategy... The response to China’s challenge 
can either strengthen the transatlantic link or accelerate its 
deterioration’.

In the case of the European Union, as we have seen, the emergence 
of new threats and challenges since the mid-1990s prompted 
the adoption of measures of very different types and depth to 
promote an efficient and effective CSDP, on the understanding 
that a strong European security and defence policy was an 
essential element not only for the Union to play its due role on the 
international stage, but also to be able to continue guaranteeing 
the level of economic and social prosperity achieved within the 
EU (Olier, 2015). Therefore, despite the fact that, in the words of 
Howorth (2019) ‘robustness in security and defence is not really 
in the EU’s DNA’, the EU has been increasingly committed to 
strategic autonomy. The European Union needs to defend its own 
interests, project its presence in the world and promote security, 
both in its neighbourhood and with its allies (Blockmans, et. al., 
2022), i.e., it needs strategic autonomy.

It is true that the concept first emerged in the context of the 
defence industry and was for a long time confined to this field. 
This is because it was understood that the construction of a more 
integrated EU model necessarily required a greater integration 
of Member States’ technological and industrial capabilities that 
would favour the development of a European defence industry 
(Olier, 2015).

As noted above, it was at the November 2016 Council meeting 
that EU foreign and defence ministers, in defining their aspirations 
for the future security and defence policy, coined the term more 
broadly, defining it as ‘tits capacity to act autonomously when and 
where necessary and with partners wherever possible’ (Borrell, 
2020)’ The term began to ‘catch on’ in European institutions as a 
slogan or organisational principle, and has since been taken up in 
various official and unofficial documents, as well as in academic 
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works. The content of the term has also been broadened and 
modulated according to different sensibilities, political wills and 
international circumstances or situations to refer to ‘the EU’s 
capacity for autonomous action in any internal or external conflict 
with its own civilian and military capabilities and security and 
defence tools’ (Molina and Benedicto, 2020).

In any case, there is no clear doctrinal consensus on what we 
should understand by strategic autonomy from an abstract 
theoretical-conceptual perspective9, and the concept is very 
different depending on what is desired at any given time, or 
the interests pursued (Molina and Benedicto, 2020), (Howorth, 
2019). Some authors confine strategic autonomy to military 
defence, thus identifying it with the creation of a European 
defence industry in terms of providing military capabilities for 
Member States (Molina and Benedicto, 2020) and (Lawrence 
et. al., 2017); others define it more broadly as ‘the military 
capabilities indispensable for carrying out autonomous defensive 
actions by a strategic actor’ (Arteaga, 2017). However, there 
does seem to be agreement in the doctrine that, regardless of 
the content given to the term, strategic autonomy has three 
essential elements: political, operational and strategic (Molina 
and Benedicto, 2020).

What does seem absolutely clear, however, is that the war of 
aggression initiated by Russia against Ukraine has precipitated 
all events and has had a major impact on the redefinition of the 
security and defence strategies of different international actors. 
In the specific case of the European Union, as noted above, this 
new situation has resulted in a reinforcement of the belief that 
greater unity in CSDP is required (Blockmans et. al., 2022). And 
in this paper, through expert analysis, we have set ourselves the 
objective of analysing precisely what this new perception has led 
to and, furthermore, what stage of development the European 
Union’s much-proclaimed strategic autonomy has reached. Will 
states now be able to jump on the bandwagon of their common 
defence?

9 Etymologically, ‘strategic’ comes from the Greek strategikos, which in turn is 
separated into stratos (army) and agein (to carry out). Its translation is contemplated 
as ‘relating to the art of leading armies’. Meanwhile, ‘autonomy’ comes from the Greek 
autos (for oneself) and nomos (rule), which would literally be translated as something 
like ‘act by your rules’. It can be deduced, then, that a possible meaning of ‘strategic 
autonomy’ - at least in ancient Greece - would be ‘leading armies acting under your 
own rules’ (Vallès Pérez, 2019).
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In the first chapter of this book, Colonel Pontijas, Euro-Atlantic 
security analyst at the Spanish Institute for Strategic Studies, will 
analyse the future prospects for redefining the EU’s security and 
defence policy under the title ‘A New Strategy for the European 
Union’. He begins his study by attempting to define what we 
should understand by strategic autonomy, starting from the 
European Union’s current geopolitical context, as well as from 
its own internal contradictions. The author analyses the issue 
realistically, avoiding a do-gooder or marketing stance as his 
objective is to identify the obstacles that must be removed in 
order to advance towards the proclaimed strategic autonomy 
and, consequently, he underlines the absolute importance of a 
shared vision among the Member States. To this end, the colonel 
then analyses the Strategic Compass for Security and Defence 
adopted in March 2022 by the EU Council, which undoubtedly 
had to be rewritten to include the impact of Russia’s ‘war of 
aggression against Ukraine’, as Pontijas stresses in different 
parts of his analysis, in order to then detect what the prospects 
for future developments for European defence might be with the 
document in hand, structuring his analysis around the four main 
lines of action established by the compass: act, secure, intervene 
and partner. Finally, in a broader approach, he examines the four 
strategic challenges facing the EU, which concern, respectively: 
the EU-NATO relationship, the need for the EU to anticipate 
possible international crises, strengthening the EU’s role in the 
international order, and the search for coherence in the interests-
values tandem.

The next chapter, by Army Colonel Luis Andrés Bárcenas Medina, 
looks more specifically at the concept of strategic autonomy 
from both a historical and political perspective. Thus, the main 
thread of this work becomes the central theme of analysis in this 
chapter, and all of this is based on the influence the historical 
development of the European continent has had and will have on 
the design of a European defence strategy, starting from the idea 
that ‘competition between great powers is a state in which the 
normal form of relationship between actors with the capacity to 
articulate international relations is not one of cooperation, but of 
confrontation’, in a dangerous return to a situation of juxtaposition 
of interests, with what this could mean for the evolution of 
international law. To approach this study, Colonel Bárcenas 
structures his work in three parts: an analysis of the situation 
in Europe today, a review of the concept of strategic autonomy 
as a guiding thread in the creation of a Europe of defence, and a 
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final conclusion in which he takes into account the geographical, 
cultural, historical and political elements that have marked the 
definition of the EU’s strategic autonomy to offer us the current 
picture and the future perspective of the Europe of Defence.

In the third chapter, Dr Carlos Frías Sánchez, a Brigadier General 
in the Spanish Army, focuses his contribution to the Common 
Defence Policy. After analysing the current regulatory framework of 
the CSDP, in which he discusses, among other aspects, permanent 
structured cooperation (PESCO), the European Defence Agency 
(EDA), mutual defence and the solidarity clause, he reviews the 
historical development of the common defence policy and how, in 
this historical development, security has reached ‘cruising speed’, 
while defence has been facing various potholes and bottlenecks 
along the way. Another essential element of the common defence 
policy is the institutions created within the EU, to which the 
Brigadier General devotes the fourth section of his study from the 
perspective of the three essential elements of their action: will, 
capability and knowledge. To conclude his study, General Frías 
reaffirms that defence has not been one of the EU’s fundamental 
concerns to date, but he poses the question of whether, given the 
current geopolitical situation, it can be expected to be one?

Chapter four contains the contribution of Dr Carmen Quesada 
Alcalá, a tenured university lecturer at the UNED Department of 
International Public Law. She offers an analysis of the missions 
deployed by the EU, both civilian and military, outside its territory 
in the framework of international crisis management, from the 
perspective of three vectors: autonomy, agility and robustness. 
The author’s analysis is based on the conviction that the Strategic 
Compass lays to strengthen European security and defence 
architecture and also that the armed conflict in Ukraine will 
inevitably have an impact on this development. She begins with 
a historical overview of the European Union’s crisis management 
activity, based on the integrated approach that has always 
presided over this activity, which has involved the development 
of both civilian and military missions. After this overview and 
extracting the strengths and weaknesses of the action deployed 
by the EU, Professor Quesada asks whether achieving strategic 
autonomy will mean a new framework for the missions, both 
civilian and military, deployed by the EU and, above all, how the 
new Strategic Compass, through its four main lines of action: 
act, secure, intervene and associate, can strengthen and improve 
such operations. However, at the current stage of development of 
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contemporary international law, this analysis would be incomplete 
without reference to the multilateral context, so the author 
devotes the fifth section of the paper to NATO and the UN, and 
how the EU interacts with both. Additionally, Professor Quesada 
ventures to ask and predict whether the EU’s response to Russia’s 
aggression in Ukraine and its subsequent attitude to the conflict 
will mark a turning point in the evolution of EU missions.

The culmination of this work is the contribution of Colonel José Luis 
Calvo Albero, Director of the Security and Defence Coordination 
and Studies Division of the General Secretariat for Defence Policy. 
In chapter five, Colonel Calvo looks at the possible ‘recreation’ of 
the European Union as a new geostrategic power by attaining the 
desired strategic autonomy that would allow it to place itself on 
an equal footing with the United States and China and on a higher 
level than Russia and India on the international chessboard, 
and how this might influence a change in the attitudes of the 
other major geopolitical actors. Following a brief reference to the 
concept of strategic autonomy and how the ‘lack’ of it affects 
the consolidation of the EU’s shortcomings in its external action 
and, above all, in terms of military and security capabilities - the 
pillars of ‘hard external action’ - but also in areas such as energy 
and technology, in which the EU has transferred its capabilities 
to other countries as a result of globalisation and the relocation 
of production. With these foundations, the author analyses the 
current geostrategic map through a study of the EU’s past and 
present relations with the different powers (the United States, 
Russia, and China), and ventures to predict what these relations 
will be like in the future.

In short, everyone involved in this work has tried to offer a possible 
vision of how the new political winds blowing in the world, and in 
the EU in particular, can have an impact on the consolidation of a 
true common security and defence policy, by looking to the future 
while analysing the present situation, but without forgetting the 
past. All of this at a time of evident changes in the definition of both 
national and international security strategies as a result of Russia’s 
latest turn of the screw with its aggression against Ukraine.
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Chapter One

A new strategy for the European Union
José Luis Pontijas Calderón

Introduction

In its strategic agenda 2019-2024, the European Council stated: 
‘In a world of increasing uncertainty, complexity and change, the 
European Union (EU) needs to pursue a strategic course of action 
and increase its capacity to act autonomously’ (Council of Europe, 
2019). At the same time, both the President of the European 
Commission (EC), Ursula von der Leyen, and the EU’s High 
Representative for Foreign Relations and Security Policy (HR), 
Josep Borrell, were in favour of promoting a more geopolitical 
Union that ‘learns to use the language of power’ (Borrell, 2019).

All this has relaunched the question of the need for the EU to boost 
its external action, building on the strategy already in place (Global 
Strategy for the Foreign and Security Policy of the European Union, 
EU External Service, 2021) published in June 2016, under guidance 
from the then High Representative Federica Mogherini.

The quest for strategic autonomy

The increasingly deteriorating arc of instability around Europe is 
raising European security awareness and prompting debate on 
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issues that, until a few years ago, remained outside the EU’s 
focus. Conflicts in Libya, Syria and Ukraine, growing tensions with 
Russia, together with its expansion into the eastern Mediterranean 
and North Africa, uncontrolled waves of immigrants, international 
terrorism, transnational organised crime and the fragility of the 
Sahel, are only some of the many concerns that have come to 
the fore in European analyses and foresight studies. No other 
geographic area is surrounded by comparable chaos, as can be 
seen in the conflict map provided by the Department of Homeland 
Security (Department of Homeland Security, 2019).

These concerns are compounded by the United States’ demand 
for Europe to assume a much more active and important role in 
its security, along with the strategic shift that the US is making 
in order to focus on the Indo-Pacific. Doubts cast by the Trump 
administration over Washington’s to continue to be the main pillar 
of defence in the old continent, although they have been settled 
by President Biden, especially after the invasion of Ukraine in 
February 2022, have also cast doubt on the possibility that a new 
Republican administration could take up the path embarked upon 
by the former president.

Thus, the two major organisations that dominate the European 
geopolitical spectrum—NATO and the EU—have begun to modify 
their approaches to deal with the new geostrategic situation.

For its part, NATO modified its military posture to improve its 
deterrence, combat and response capabilities to non-conventional 
challenges, including hybrid warfare, with its derivative on the 
importance of the resilience of societies to ensure their effective 
defence (Pontijas, 2017). At the Brussels summit in June 2021, 
the Alliance Council also approved the drafting of a new ‘strategic 
concept’ that was adopted at the June summit in Madrid, coinciding 
with the 40th anniversary of Spain’s membership of the Atlantic 
organisation and which is not the subject of this study.

The EU’s approach has traditionally been more focused on the 
medium and long term, seeking greater integration among its 
members and turning the Common Security and Defence Policy 
(CSDP) into its main driving force after Brexit, after having 
remained on the margins of the European integration process. 
Initiatives such as Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO), 
the European Defence Fund (EDF), the creation and strengthening 
of the Military Planning and Conduct Capability (MPCC) within 
the Military Staff of the Union’s Foreign Service are just some 
examples of the momentum received by the CSDP in recent years.
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Simultaneously, a major debate within the EU was triggered by 
the European Council’s adoption of the new EU Global Strategy 
(EUGS) in July 2016: the need for the EU to acquire greater 
‘strategic autonomy’.

It is clear that the US, China and Russia see the EU as an 
international actor with limited capacity for global influence, 
despite being one of the world’s largest economies, accounting 
for close to 22% of global gross domestic product, and the 
world’s largest provider of development and humanitarian aid, 
outstripping all others combined (see figure below).

74 billion USD 32 billion USD

OTHERS

Development and humanitarian aid in the world in 2018: prepared internally

But its capacity for external action continues to be hampered 
by the absence of a centralised decision-making power that can 
combine economics, diplomacy and coercive means in its foreign 
policy.

The European certainty of being protected by a ‘benevolent’ 
superpower until recently, a situation that Europe has enjoyed 
since World War II, has meant that, especially since the end 
of the Cold War, Europeans have been able to channel many 
resources into growth and welfare that they would otherwise 
have had to spend on security and defence. This produced a 
detrimental effect: the last two generations of Europeans have 
grown up assuming that their well-being and security would be 
permanent, considering that the geopolitics of power, which uses 
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force as a coercive tool, was outdated. This mentality was driven 
by the ‘liberal-democratic euphoria’ that gripped the Western 
world after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the demise of the USSR, 
when it was thought that the world order would evolve towards 
democracy and thus world peace. Western Europe fervently 
embraced such ideas, leaving a significant part of European 
society psychologically defenceless and still perplexed by an 
international scenario that is once again witnessing competition 
and war between powers, be they regional or global.

The scenario for Europe is particularly worrying, as the new US 
administration has signalled its desire not to engage in scenarios 
where its core interests are not at stake. But if analysed 
objectively, it is actually a trend that began after the end of the 
Cold War, when Washington shifted the focus of its interests to 
the Middle East and the Persian Gulf, away from Europe. This 
requires the EU to equip itself with the tools to deal with threats 
it does not share with the US hegemon alone. On the other 
hand, the Union should be able to avoid being dragged by the 
US to scenarios where relevant European interests would not be 
threatened, regardless of their importance to the other side of 
the Atlantic.

It is clear that the EU needs much greater strategic autonomy than 
it currently enjoys to be able to provide itself with this capacity 
for geopolitical manoeuvre. But before we go any further, we 
must define what we mean by the Union’s strategic autonomy.

EU strategic autonomy

Although it was a term first used by analysts and politicians at 
the beginning of the 2020s (acquiring the characteristics of a 
quasi-symbolic mantra), it was not officially consolidated until 
the adoption of the EUGS. Even so, the EUGS does not clearly 
define the term, allowing for some flexibility in its interpretation, 
although it is framed by the following three paragraphs (EU Global 
Strategy, 2016):

 – The Strategy nurtures the ambition of strategic autonomy for 
the European Union. This is necessary to promote the common 
interests of our citizens, as well as our principles and values.

 – An appropriate level of ambition and strategic autonomy is 
important for Europe’s ability to promote peace and security 
within and beyond its borders.
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 – A sustainable, innovative and competitive European defence 
industry is essential for Europe’s strategic autonomy and for a 
credible CSDP.

We can thus see that the EU’s “strategic autonomy” covers four 
key areas:

 – Common interests of Europeans.

 – Promotion of its principles and values.

 – Peace and security within and outside the Union.

 – A European defence industry of our own.

These four areas coincide with the three dimensions that any 
strategic autonomy should encompass: operational (civilian and 
military), economic (industrial) and political (diplomatic), which 
also includes decision-making capacity.

By ‘operational autonomy’ we should mean the ability to plan and 
conduct alone (autonomously) civilian and military operations 
and missions, as well as to be equipped with the necessary 
political and military institutional framework and the necessary 
capabilities, military and civilian. By ‘industrial autonomy’ we 
mean the ability to develop (technological autonomy) and build 
the civilian and military capabilities required for operational 
autonomy. But more importantly, both dimensions require a prior 
and indispensable ‘political autonomy’, capable of taking the 
decision to act, of defining foreign and security policy objectives, 
and the tools to be used to achieve them.

But for this to happen, the Union’s strategic autonomy should first 
entail acceptance by all its partners that the EU is a major player 
on the world stage, capable of defending itself and its interests at 
home and abroad: a common vision of its future and of the threats 
it faces and could face in the short, medium and long term. This 
common vision, a precondition and sine qua non, will be difficult 
to achieve given the different and often divergent interests of the 
Member States, which should precisely be the driving force behind 
this autonomy. A paradigmatic case of divergence is unfolding 
in our immediate neighbourhood, Libya. In this conflict, we can 
see how two Member States (Italy and France), which are also 
NATO members, are engaged in a geostrategic competition, even 
excluding each other from the peace conferences that both have 
promoted (the Paris conference in 2017 and Palermo in 2018, 
respectively), to which we can add the conference promoted by 
Germany without coordination in January 2020 (Colombo, 2021).
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The current lack of political leadership, the complexity of European 
institutions and the reluctance of partners to provide forces and 
resources prevent the conduct of military and civilian operations 
that exceed in ambition and assertiveness the current limited 
scope, size, and number of operations. It would also require 
‘strategic anticipation’ and greater ‘reactivity’ to major crises, 
something that is practically impossible in the short and medium 
term given the absence of political leadership at the highest 
level, caused by the aforementioned difficulty in harmonising the 
different and progressively diverging interests of the 27 partners.

Thus we find that the EU cannot fully guarantee the security of 
its citizens, nor can it neutralise threats or prevent violations 
of peace, human rights and security in its neighbourhood, let 
alone in the rest of the world. Greater strategic autonomy would 
require greater cooperation between its states in security and 
defence, because without a strong and solid arm in this area, it 
will be very difficult, if not impossible, to achieve its ambition to 
act as an actor capable of guaranteeing its security, defending 
its interests and simultaneously contributing decisively to conflict 
prevention and crisis management wherever its interests and 
regional stability require it.

We cannot forget the economic-industrial sphere because military 
capabilities (many of which will be of dual civilian-military use) 
will also need to be manufactured in Europe if we really want 
to enjoy full strategic autonomy. To achieve this we must avoid 
dependence on foreign technology, which would otherwise 
have to be imported, subject to the potential restrictions or 
assignments of whoever might provide it, as evidenced by the 
restrictions on the various supply chains during the pandemic. 
Indeed, according to the Capability Development Plan drafted in 
2018 by the European Defence Agency in cooperation with the 
Military Staff, there is a wide range of gaps that need to be filled 
in order to meet the Union’s current level of operational ambition 
(European Defence Agency, 2018).

But the development of a much more integrated defence industry 
faces national economic interests that are difficult to harmonise, 
making it a Gordian knot that is not easy to untangle. Although the 
European Defence Fund, which seeks to boost European research 
and capability development, represents a positive incentive, its 
medium- and long-term results remain to be seen.

On the other hand, true strategic autonomy should also 
encompass the economy in a broad sense, given the tendency 
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to use it as a weapon of coercion (geo-economics). European 
leaders should be ready to reinforce the competitiveness and 
sustainability of the euro and its role as a reference currency 
in the global market. This would certainly help to counteract 
growing interference in Europe by Beijing, Washington, Moscow, 
or anyone else, preventing them from becoming a disruptive 
political influence, undermining the cohesion of the Union as a 
political entity1.

Nor can we neglect an important aspect, the nuclear facet of 
European strategic autonomy, a debate systematically avoided, 
despite doubts over the guarantees traditionally offered by 
Washington. Can we assume with complete certainty that, 
under current circumstances, the US is prepared to receive 
nuclear retaliation on its territory for responding to a nuclear 
attack on Kiev? This doubt casts shadows on the credibility 
of the West’s nuclear deterrent. So far, this debate has taken 
place predominantly in Germany and the US (Thränert, 2017), 
although former Polish Prime Minister Jaroslaw Karczynki stated 
that Europe might need to become a nuclear power.

Europeans prefer to rely on the US umbrella, but in the current 
circumstances, following the Trump administration and the war in 
Ukraine, it would be naïve to assume that transatlantic relations 
will never change (thus affecting the nuclear umbrella), much 
less to trust that nuclear weapons will disappear in the short to 
medium term. So, if by strategic autonomy we mean the EU’s 
ability to ensure its own security, this would entail the need for an 
independent and autonomous nuclear umbrella, which today only 
France is in a position to provide and only to a limited extent. 
This would force the assumption that a credible ‘Euro-nuclear 
deterrence’ should not rest solely on the assumption that the 
United States will come to our defence in any circumstance. 
If only because of geographical proximity, the calculations of 
possible retaliation by Paris would always be closer to European 
interests than those of Washington, although they would possibly 
suffer the same, if not greater, conditionality and uncertainty 
than in the case of the US, even though France’s commitment 
to Art 42.7 of the Lisbon Treaty (which covers the obligation 
of mutual assistance between Member States in the event of 
external aggression) was evident during the terrorist attacks in 

1 In 2018, Greece, where China has invested heavily in infrastructure, vetoed an EU 
condemnation of China related to human rights abuses.
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Paris, when the Elysée preferred the EU option to invoking Art 5 
of the Washington (NATO) Treaty.

As we have seen, regardless of its flexible interpretation, the EU’s 
strategic autonomy will require an enormous effort in a number of 
areas, but the most important, and the one without which it will 
be very difficult to make progress, is in the creation of a shared 
vision of the international landscape, which allows for the forging 
of a common strategic culture and clarifies what kind of actor the 
Union should be on the world stage, what kind of threats we face 
and with what priority they should be addressed.

Precisely in order to foster such a common strategic culture, 
the EU has initiated a process, which it completed in 2022: the 
definition of a so-called ‘strategic compass’ for the EU.

A strategic compass for security and defence

In June 2020, defence ministers agreed to develop a strategic 
compass for security and defence (Council of the European Union, 
2020), an idea forged during the German Presidency of the 
Council of the European Union (EU). The initiative was developed 
over a two-year period, ending during the French Presidency, 
following its approval by the Council on 21 March 2022 (Council 
of the EU, 2022).

The document aims to specify the Union’s level of ambition as 
a security provider on the international stage. In addition, the 
process is intended to contribute to fostering a common security 
and defence culture, which Brussels has traditionally identified 
as one of the fundamental weaknesses of the Common Security 
and Defence Policy (CSDP). The process was developed in two 
phases:

 – Phase 1: threat analysis (carried out during the second half 
of 2020). The HR, together with the civilian and military 
intelligence units of the Union’s Foreign Service (EEAS), 
developed a comprehensive analysis of all threats and 
challenges that could affect the Union.

 – Phase 2: preparation of the ‘Strategic Compass’ (throughout 
2021 and until its approval in March 2022). Based on the prior 
threat analysis and other thematic analyses, a document has 
been developed that translates the level of political ambition 
defined in the 2016 strategy into specific actions to be carried 
out.
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The process as well as the documents and actions stemming from 
it are expected to contribute to the development of a common 
security and defence culture, bringing views closer together 
and thus facilitating the EU’s external action. For, although the 
foundations for a future ‘European Security and Defence Union’ 
have been laid conceptually and institutionally, it has not yet 
been possible to establish a shared understanding of its purpose, 
remaining dormant since the adoption of the Maastricht Treaty.

The decision to launch the strategic compass came at a particularly 
difficult time. On the one hand, Brexit had been consummated, 
which meant that a European heavyweight in the field of defence 
and security was leaving the Union. While such abandonment 
would not have serious consequences for the Common Security 
and Defence Policy (CSDP) per se, it would have serious 
consequences for its overall credibility and would negatively affect 
security (Pontijas, 2018). On the other hand, then President 
Trump’s decision to withdraw 9,500 troops stationed in Germany, 
coupled with statements that undermined Euro-Atlantic relations, 
led to a serious crisis of confidence within NATO.

On top of this, the global pandemic caused by the SARS-CoV-2 
virus has amplified geopolitical tensions and threats, while it forced 
Member States to draw on resources to deal with it, resources that 
in many cases come from those that would have been devoted to 
security and defence as priority in these spheres was secondary. 
This will also be negatively affected by the fact that the next 
‘Multiannual Financial Framework’ has been substantially lowered 
from the level initially foreseen (Fiott et. al., 2020).

Admittedly, some Member States were initially sceptical about the 
idea of developing a strategic compass, fearing that it would be a 
long, costly and, even then, unproductive process, resulting in yet 
another document to be shelved and given little or no importance. 
The initial success of Germany’s temporary presidency, which 
managed to launch the process, overcoming the aforementioned 
initial reluctance, and especially the successful completion of 
the document during the French presidency, must therefore be 
acknowledged.

The Strategic Compass (SC) itself

A project has thus been brought to fruition in a way that not 
everyone had hoped for. The title of the document leaves little 
doubt as to its intent: “A Strategic Compass for Security and 
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Defence: for a European Union that protects its citizens, defends 
its values and interests, and contributes to international peace 
and security”. A declaration of intent from the outset.

The document (Council of the EU, 2022) is divided into seven key 
chapters:

 – A synthesis, which gives a general idea of the highlights of 
what is stated in the document.

 – An introduction that expresses the ideas guiding the paper: 
multilateralism, values, complementarity with NATO, 
increasingly conflictive interdependence, the return of power 
politics, European/Western values, and climate change.

 – An analysis of the world we face, both in general and in our 
strategic environment, and of emerging and transnational 
threats and challenges.

 – The four building blocks that bring together the aims to “make 
the EU a stronger and more capable security provider”, are 
respectively entitled: act, secure, invest and partner.

Each of these chapters will be discussed below.

Introduction

Beginning with the recognition of the fact that war has returned 
to Europe and after stressing that the EU, with 450 million 
citizens, is the largest single market in the world and the largest 
source of development aid, the second paragraph recognises 
complementarity with NATO, albeit under the principles of 
inclusiveness, reciprocity and the Union’s decision-making 
autonomy. This in itself is already a de facto major self-limitation 
on strategic autonomy, indeed arguably the most important if not 
the only one, with the aggravating factor that it is self-imposed. 
One might think that US interests are being enshrined as executive 
director and virtual plenipotentiary of the Alliance.

The crisis of multilateralism is recognised as leading to more 
conflictual international relations, where soft power is used in an 
increasingly coercive manner, with the return of power politics, 
which challenges human rights and democratic values. The 
conclusion is that ‘... the EU and its Member States must invest 
more in their security and defence to become stronger political 
and security actors ... to build a stronger and more capable 
Europe as a security provider...’.
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It is made clear that the vision proposed in the document, which 
aims to ‘... help to build a common strategic culture, to strengthen 
our unity and solidarity and, above all, to increase our capacity 
and willingness to act together’, has a time limit of 5 to 10 years.

In short, it argues that through the commitment of the Union and 
its Member States, the Strategic Compass:

 – Provides a common assessment of the European strategic 
environment.

 – Brings greater coherence and unity of purpose.
 – Sets out new actions and means.
 – Specifies clear objectives and milestones to measure progress.

The world we face

This section establishes that the threat analysis will be reviewed 
at least every three years. It is not the purpose of this study 
to analyse in detail the multidimensional challenges and threats 
that the SC addresses, but a brief summary of the main ideas 
contained in this chapter is deemed appropriate.

It states that the EU is a strong advocate of effective multilateralism 
and an open, rules-based international order, based on human 
rights, fundamental freedoms, universal values and international 
law, in which the use of force and coercion has no place (which is 
unfortunately contradicted by the facts). Russia and China feature 
prominently. The former as a clear and multifaceted threat, 
especially militarily, since the invasion of Ukraine in February. 
The second as a systemic partner, competitor and rival, who is 
increasingly involved in regional tensions.

Special mention should be made of the fundamental principles 
on which European security has been built, as enshrined in the 
UN Charter and the founding documents of the OSCE (Helsinki 
Final Act and the Charter of Paris). To defend these principles, it 
expresses a willingness to build closer relations with like-minded 
partners and countries in the UN, NATO and the G7, with a 
prominent place reserved for the US as the ‘most important and 
unconditional partner’.

Our strategic environment

It then looks at various geographical areas of the globe, starting 
from the assertion that the EU is today surrounded by instability 
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and conflict, with a war on its borders (Ukraine). A brief analysis is 
given of the Western Balkans, the European Eastern Neighbourhood 
(Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia and South Caucasus), the Arctic 
region, the Southern Neighbourhood (Libya, Syria), the Eastern 
Mediterranean (where Turkey receives special attention), the 
Sahel, Central Africa, Gulf of Guinea, Horn of Africa, Mozambique 
Channel, the Middle East and Gulf region, the Indo-Pacific (where 
China plays a prominent role in the tensions created in global 
supply chains), the rest of Asia (with North Korea and Afghanistan 
as sources of major concern) and Latin America, where the 
fragility of Central America, the persistent crisis in Venezuela and 
the pacification of Colombia are highlighted.

This is followed by an analysis of emerging and transnational threats 
and challenges, starting with terrorism and violent extremism, which 
it recognises as ‘a serious threat to peace and security’, especially 
Daesh and Al Qaeda. Other threats include: the proliferation of 
weapons of mass destruction and their means of delivery (which 
are considered a persistent threat, exacerbated by the erosion 
of Europe’s arms control architecture), as well as state and non-
state actors, along with their hybrid strategies, cyber-attacks, 
disinformation campaigns and interference in political processes, 
economic coercion and the instrumentalisation of migration flows; 
and finally, emerging and disruptive technologies, which allow them 
to gain strategic advantage and increase their effectiveness.

The EU must also be concerned about free and secure access to 
the so-called ‘global strategic areas’: cyberspace (where there 
is strategic competition), outer space (because of its important 
defence and security implications and increasingly congested 
and contested), maritime security (important for economic 
development, transport and energy security) and airspace 
(where there is increasing aggressive posturing and the rise of 
anti-access and area denial tactics).

Finally, this section on threats and challenges mentions climate 
change, environmental degradation, natural disasters and global 
health crises, which affect security and are sources of instability 
and conflict.

Strategic implications for the Union

On the basis that all challenges and threats are often interconnected 
and that European security, both internal and external, is therefore 
at stake, a general level of ambition is expressed:
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‘We must be able and ready to protect our citizens, defend our 
shared interests, project our values, and contribute to shape 
the global future... bolder in how we combine our diplomatic 
and economic instruments... with civil and military assets 
to prevent conflict, respond to crises, contribute to peace 
building and support partners’.

The section concludes with a call for the EU to urgently take 
greater responsibility for its own security by ‘acting in its 
neighbourhood and beyond’ in cooperation with partners, but 
also alone when necessary. The ambiguous statement ‘beyond’ 
suggests a willingness to play a global role as a guarantor of peace 
and international law. However, based on prior experience, when 
this is attempted in areas far from Europe, some Member States 
will frankly find it very difficult to achieve unanimity. In any case, 
the will has been clearly expressed and, more importantly, it is 
again stressed that a stronger and more capable Union in terms 
of security and defence complements NATO ‘...which remains the 
foundation of collective defence for its members’. Nonetheless, 
however much the EU is trying to boost its strategic autonomy, 
even having global ambitions, it is simultaneously limiting itself 
to a role as a mere complement to NATO. This is somewhat 
surprising, because in principle the Atlantic Alliance would limit 
its action to collective defence, that is, from the border’s inwards 
and not to all the countries of the Union, with the famous Art 
5 only applying to the Member States of the Alliance, leaving 
countries such as Finland and Sweden outside the ‘complement’.

After the introductory preamble, which basically attempts to 
establish a concerted vision of risks, threats, challenges and level 
of ambition, the document goes on to detail each of the four main 
lines of action with which it proposes to advance in the fields of 
security and defence.

Act

The first of the four main lines of action proposed by the Strategic 
Compass is to ‘act’, to operate promptly in the five major strategic 
domains: land, sea, air, cyberspace and outer space. In this, it 
would not differ from the individual action that each Member State 
might take, within its constraints, except that the Union wishes to 
do so through the so-called “integrated approach”, i.e. by making 
full and coherent use of all the policies and instruments at its 
disposal, alongside the civilian and military dimensions of the 
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CSDP, with particular reference to crisis management. To this end, 
it differentiates between two fundamental aspects: performance 
and preparation.

Acting together

In terms of action, the aim is to gain speed, competence, and 
efficiency in decision-making and subsequent action, which needs 
to not only be faster but also more decisive and flexible to be able 
to carry out the full spectrum of crisis management. To this end, 
an EU Rapid Deployment Capability will be created, consisting 
of in ‘a modular force of up to 5,000 troops comprising land, 
air and maritime components, with strategic support elements’. 
This capability would be dedicated to rescue and evacuation 
operations, and to the initial phase of stabilisation operations, 
through ‘a substantial modification of battlegroups’ to make them 
a more robust and flexible tool.

This attempt to move forward, based on an initiative, that of the 
battle groups, is both striking and has not worked. And it has not 
worked, not because it was designed inadequately operationally 
(since its design is flexible enough to adapt to a wide range of 
missions), or because there were no opportunities to put it into 
operation (in crises such as those in the Central African Republic, 
Mali and Libya), but because of a lack of political will, the Achilles’ 
heel of the CSDP. The question is, if there has been no political will for 
an initiative that envisaged the commitment of some 1,500 troops 
(plus the corresponding support elements), will there be political 
will for a more ambitious initiative that requires not only a greater 
military and economic effort, but also the fundamental elements 
of any strategic deployment, some of which are largely lacking? 
Political will shall continue to be the weakest link in this entire 
initiative and will therefore be the measure of its effectiveness.

To try to alleviate this problem to the maximum, the aim is to make 
the decision-making process more flexible through a possible 
reinterpretation of Article 44 of the Treaty on European Union and 
the use of constructive abstention, which would allow a group of 
states to take a decision to act within the framework of the Union. 
To encourage the participation of the partners, there is also the 
intention to extend the possibilities of financing common costs.

Furthermore, there is a desire to make greater use of the European 
Peace Facility, so that military equipment can be provided to non-
EU partners, as has already been done in the case of Ukraine. In 
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addition, the aim is to improve coordination between the various 
initiatives and instruments available to support non-member 
partners, and to improve coordination between civilian and 
military missions, as well as with other European-led missions 
and operations in the same or adjacent areas. Civilian missions 
will receive a major boost to be able to deploy faster, precisely 
200 civilian experts in 30 days, speeding up the decision process, 
strengthening operational planning, improving personnel 
recruitment and improving response tools. There is also a desire 
to enhance cooperation between the CSDP and actors such as 
EUROPOL, EUROJUST, CEPOL and FRONTEX, improving synergy 
between them.

Likewise, command and control capabilities will be strengthened 
with a substantial increase in personnel and two planning and 
conduct units for improved communications, the Military Planning 
and Conduct Capability (MPCC) and the Civilian Planning and 
Conduct Capability (CPCC). The coordination unit between the 
two, the Joint Support Coordination Cell, will also be strengthened.

Preparing together

The objective of this section of the document includes exercises that 
may be required to prepare for both crisis management missions 
and for civilian and military operations and missions. It also 
includes the ambition to equip itself with intelligence capabilities 
(including geospatial means) that enable early warning together 
with advanced planning ahead of crises, based on adapted and 
regularly updated scenarios, in which military mobility will be 
present. Preparedness and interoperability through civilian and 
military exercises in all domains are considered of paramount 
importance and contribute to forging a common strategic culture.

As a summary of the objectives of the “act” section, the following 
are highlighted:

 – By 2025, the EU military Rapid Deployment Capability (EU 
RRDC) will be fully operational, with operational scenarios 
agreed in 2022 and regular exercises starting in 2023.

 – By 2023, a decision will be taken on the practical modalities 
for the implementation of Article 44 TEU, allowing a group 
of capable Member States to plan and conduct a mission or 
operation within the framework of the Union and under the 
political control of the Council.
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 – By 2025, the MPCC should be able to plan and conduct any non-
executive military mission, two small-scale military operations, 
one medium-scale military operation and exercises.

 – By mid-2022, military field missions will need to be adapted to 
improve their effectiveness.

 – By the end of 2022, liaison will be established in the stage 
of operations between EUNAVFOR Atlanta and the Maritime 
Mission in the Strait of Hormuz, as well as in our missions in 
the Sahel.

 – By the second half of 2022, other maritime areas of interest 
will be considered, in addition to the Gulf of Guinea and 
the expansion of the Coordinated Maritime Presence to the 
northwest Indian Ocean.

 – By 2023, the military concept for aviation security operations 
will be agreed.

 – A new Civil CSDP package will be adopted by mid-2023, with 
the aim of being able to deploy a civilian mission of 200 experts 
within 30 days, even in complex environments.

 – By 2023, the network of human rights and gender advisors in 
CSDP missions and operations will be strengthened.

 – A Troop Rotation Cycle Record will be agreed by 2022 for the 
Union’s civilian and military missions.

 – By 2023 the scope and definition of shared costs will be 
analysed.

 – By 2025, the improvement and harmonisation of border crossing 
procedures to improve military mobility will be completed.

In view of the initiatives and actions proposed, it could be said 
that it exudes a certain air of dejà vu since some of them were 
already agreed upon previously, including deploying 200 experts, 
improving interaction and the coordination of civilian and military 
operations, as well as others underway on the same stage or on 
adjacent stages (a long-standing mantra among the conclusions 
of all analyses of CSDP missions and operations). The CDRUE, an 
initiative that aims to deploy 5,000 troops and which, as we have 
mentioned, is the heir to the battlegroups, a useless initiative in 
its decade-long existence even though it only intended to deploy 
1,500 troops, deserves its own mention. A new and expanded 
level of ambition does not seem to be the most appropriate recipe 
for overcoming the lack of political will for its use, which is the 
ultimate and real reason for its non-utilisation.
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On the other hand, NATO appears as a constant and unavoidable 
reference. But subordination or subservience to it means de 
facto accepting the dictates of Washington, which dominates 
and directs the Alliance with an iron fist in kid gloves. And this 
is clearly a true renunciation of full strategic autonomy and 
accepting strategic approaches that will not always coincide with 
the interests of the Union.

Secure

The second main area of the Strategic Compass focuses on the 
need to secure access to the maritime, air, cyber and space 
domains, in awareness of the progressive growth of threats of a 
hybrid, transnational nature, which requires enhancing European 
resilience by anticipating, detecting, and responding to threats of 
this type. To this end, five main areas are envisaged:

 – Strengthening early warning, intelligence and secure 
commu nications.

 – Promoting and developing cyber-diplomacy and opposing 
information manipulation and foreign interference.

 – Securing European access to strategic domains.

 – Combating terrorism.

 – Promoting disarmament, non-proliferation, and arms control.

Strengthening early warning, intelligence, and secure 
communications

The aim in this area is to increase intelligence capabilities and 
strategic foresight by strengthening and making more efficient 
and extensive use of the tools available for this purpose: the 
EU’s Intelligence Analysis Capability and the Satellite Centre. This 
should make it possible to guarantee the Union’s autonomous 
decision-making capacity. Member States’ intelligence assets 
must contribute to this, as they are already doing.

An important aspect of this is to provide secure communications 
by issuing rules and regulations on communications security, 
bringing together the resources and entities of the Union and of 
the Member States and partners to strengthen the protection of 
information, infrastructure, and communications systems.
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Promoting and developing cyber-diplomacy and opposing 
information manipulation and foreign interference

This section highlights the importance of resilience in the 
face of hybrid threats, cyber-attacks and interference and 
manipulation of information by foreign (state and non-state) 
actors. To this end, the EU Hybrid Toolbox will be expanded to 
provide a coordinated response to any hybrid campaign affecting 
the EU and its members. Nonetheless, it recognises that the 
attribution of aggression, which is the Gordian knot of the issue, 
is a prerogative of national sovereignty, which could undermine 
the effectiveness of the Union’s reaction, given the different 
sensitivities and interests that populate the European ecosystem. 
EU Hybrid Rapid Response Teams will be set up, as well as a joint 
operational mechanism to monitor electoral processes, to ensure 
that there is no interference.

Securing European access to strategic domains

Open access to cyberspace, space, air, and maritime space is one 
of the Union’s fundamental concerns. Regarding cyberspace, the 
EU’s cyber defence policy will be developed with four relevant 
objectives: to protect, detect, defend, and deter cyber-attacks. 
Cooperation between the Union and the Member States, as well 
as with partners, especially NATO, is called for. A new cyber-
resilience law will be issued, to increase the joint approach to 
infrastructure and standards. In this regard, the desire is to 
establish an infrastructure based on interlinked security operations 
centres. Cyber intelligence capabilities will also be strengthened 
to increase resilience by increasing cooperation between military 
Computer Emergency Response Teams (milCERT).

In the specific case of the space domain, there is a desire to 
be prepared for a more competitive and even unfriendly space 
environment. It aims to propose the implementation of a secure, 
space-based global communications system, included in the 
Union’s Secure Connectivity Agenda 2023-2027, and to develop a 
new Space Strategy for Security and Defence. Exercises will also 
be conducted to test the resilience of space assets of the Union 
and its Member States and to identify needs and vulnerabilities.

In the air domain, its importance for the security of territories, 
populations, international trade, and travel, threatened by state 
and non-state actors, is recognised. In this area, however, ambition 
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seems rather contained, limiting itself to a strategic reflection, in 
which there is a desire to include leading representatives of civil 
aviation and NATO.

Last, the maritime domain, which aims to update the EU Maritime 
Security Strategy and its Action Plan. The Union’s objectives are 
to invest in global presence, to ensure free access to the high seas 
and lines of communication, and to enforce international law of the 
sea, along with the protection of critical maritime infrastructure. 
To this end, it is proposed to make better use of permanent 
structured cooperation (another mantra that has been repeated 
practically since its inception, with little success), to develop the 
mechanisms of Coordinated Maritime Presence (which basically 
means counting as the Union’s maritime presence the sum of the 
individual maritime presences of each of its Member States, which 
basically act according to national guidelines and which nobody 
bothers to coordinate a priori) and to organise naval exercises.

Combating terrorism

Ambition is rather reduced in this area. In fact, what is desired is to 
use the instruments available through the CSDP and ‘other tools’ 
(unspecified); to support partner countries through diplomacy 
and political dialogue, prevention and cooperation programmes; 
close cooperation with the UN and ‘other multilateral fora’; and 
the reinforcement of EU delegations with counter-terrorism 
experts. However, the lack of concrete objectives, budgets, etc., 
suggests that the intention is basically to continue with what is 
already in place, with practically no new contributions.

Promoting disarmament, non-proliferation, and arms control

This area is also disappointing. The centrality of the Treaty on the 
Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons is mentioned, ignoring the 
fact that state possessing these weapons and those that are trying 
to acquire them have not signed it, meaning that its effectiveness 
as a tool to discourage their proliferation is very limited, if not nil, 
in an increasingly competitive and unstable international system. 
On arms control itself, ‘exchanges and efforts will be intensified’ 
in the search for solutions, especially with the US and NATO. In a 
matter of the utmost importance for the European continent, the 
lack of ambition and subordination to Washington could not be 
more obvious, as can be seen in the phrase ‘we will work on these 
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issues later’, expressing a huge vagueness of intentions, possibly 
conditioned by a certain impotence.

Here too, as previously alluded to, there is a certain sense of dejà 
vu, with initiatives that were already proposed and activated in 
the past that have simply been re-wrapped, basically contributing 
little. NATO remains omnipresent, which de facto means a 
renunciation of full European strategic autonomy and a lack of 
ambition, disguised by the formulation of phrases expressing 
desires and intentions rather than concrete actions and objectives, 
leaving a frustrating aftertaste.

Enhancing resilience to climate change, disasters and 
emergencies

Something similar to the previous paragraph can be applied 
to this section. The assertion that ‘the transition to neutral 
economies can have social, economic and political impacts 
that can amplify conflict-prone situations’ is surprising. The 
risk alone should advise caution when taking decisions in this 
field, if not outrightly discourage them. In any case, there is no 
mention of new initiatives, tools, or funding, only a commitment 
to increasing energy efficiency and reducing the environmental 
footprint of EU missions and operations, without reducing 
operational effectiveness. The intention is to achieve this 
through improved technology and sustainable digitalisation in 
the armed forces and defence sector and awareness of climate 
change and environmental considerations. This will require 
Member States, which will develop national strategies and 
missions and operations, to have an environmental footprint 
advisor.

Last, about disasters and emergencies, the EU Military Staff will 
be able to contribute to the logistical coordination of disasters 
that require mutual assistance, and there will be tools, such as 
the European Peace Facility, at the disposal of the Member States.

As a summary of the objectives of the “securing” section, the 
following are highlighted:

 – By the end of 2022, the EU Threat Analysis will be reviewed at 
least every 3 years.

 – By 2025, the Single Intelligence Analysis Capacity and the 
EU Satellite Sceptre will be strengthened to increase our 
autonomous geospatial intelligence capability.
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 – By 2022, adopt additional rules and standards to ensure 
cybersecurity and information security. The EU Hybrid Toolbox 
will also be developed, which should provide a framework for 
coordinating the response to hybrid campaigns affecting the 
Union.

 – In 2022, the Cyber Diplomacy Toolbox will be strengthened 
by exploring new response measures and the Foreign 
Information Manipulation and Interference Toolbox will also 
be developed.

 – By 2024, all CSDP missions and operations will be equipped 
with this latest capability.

 – In 2022, the Cyber Defence Policy will be developed, along 
with a new law on Cyber Resilience.

 – In 2023, an EU Space Strategy for security and defence will be 
adopted.

 – By 2025, maritime safety alert mechanisms will be developed 
and strengthened.

 – By the end of 2022, a strategic reflection will be launched to 
ensure free and safe European access to airspace.

 – By the end of 2023, programmes, and tools to enhance 
partners’ capacities will be reviewed.

 – In 2023, actions supporting disarmament, non-proliferation 
and arms control will be strengthened.

 – By the end of 2023, Member States will develop national 
strategies to prepare their armed forces for climate change.

 – By 2025, all EU operations and missions will have an 
environmental footprint advisor.

 – In 2023, the EEAS crisis response structures, including the 
Situation Room, will be reinforced.

As stated previously with regard to the initiatives and actions 
proposed in the ‘act’ section, there is a certain air of dejà vu, 
with initiatives that were previously agreed along with a certain 
amount of good intentions but no clear plan of action, all wrapped 
up in the optimistic rhetoric to which European bureaucracy has 
accustomed us. Here, too, NATO is a constant and unavoidable 
reference point, with all that this implies in terms of renouncing 
genuine and total European strategic autonomy.
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Invest

In line with the Versailles declaration 2 (March 2022), the aim is 
to invest more and better in defence capabilities and cutting-edge 
technologies, both at EU and national level. The objective is to 
achieve an adequate level of technological sovereignty in critical 
areas and mitigate dependencies in others, reducing vulnerability 
in supply and value chains. An important point is the acceptance 
by Member States of the commitment to substantially increase 
their defence budgets, an issue that is clearly expressed for the 
first time in a Council document.

The ultimate goal is to have full spectrum forces that are agile, 
mobile, interoperable, technologically advanced, energy efficient 
and resilient. A relevant part of this objective is to adapt planning 
and capacity building, to build capacity and to fill the gaps that 
currently hamper European action at the strategic level. To this 
end, the capacity planning scenarios will be reviewed, which must 
include the following:

 – Rapid military deployment in non-permissive environments.

 – Responding to hybrid threats.

 – Securing access to strategic domains (high seas, air, space and 
cyberspace).

 – Providing military assistance to civilian authorities.

Again, the results of the process should be consistent with NATO 
process. Notably, NATO does not insist with the same forcefulness 
that its capability planning process must be consistent with that of 
the EU, resulting in an asymmetric relationship between the two 
organisations that claim to respect the principles of “inclusiveness, 
reciprocity and autonomy in decision-making” in the transatlantic 
relationship. In any case, in view of the scenarios, they clearly 
mark the level of ambition as far as hard power is concerned.

Civilian and military capabilities

Civilian capabilities are also taken into consideration and, as far 
as they are concerned, the Strategic Warehouse and the Mission 
Support Platform are intended to help provide equipment, 

2 Available at: https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/54773/20220311-versailles-
declaration-en.pdf

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/54773/20220311-versailles-declaration-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/54773/20220311-versailles-declaration-en.pdf
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capabilities, and services for civilian missions, so that they can 
operate even in less permissive environments.

In terms of capabilities in general, there is an emphasis on 
the willingness to invest in capabilities that are strategic 
enablers and that facilitate deployment of the full spectrum of 
missions and operations. Strategic capability gaps include the 
perennial ones: strategic airlift, space-based connectivity, and 
communications, amphibious, health, cyber defence, ISTAR 
(intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance) and drones. 
Thus, the recommendations contained in the 2020 Coordinated 
Annual Defence Review (CARD) report are considered to be of 
the utmost importance to reduce fragmentation and promote 
the development of European capabilities, for which permanent 
structured cooperation (PESCO) and all available European 
funding instruments must play a major role. To this end, the high 
representative will chair annual meetings at defence ministry 
level on European defence initiatives.

Reducing strategic dependencies on new technologies

Aware of the importance of new technologies, especially those 
considered potentially disruptive (artificial intelligence, quantum 
computers, nanotechnology, new materials, etc.), the aim is 
to create a Defence Innovation Hub (DIH) within the European 
Defence Agency, which should ensure appropriate synergies 
with the European Innovation Council and the European Defence 
Fund in these areas. This move is intended not only to avoid the 
fragmentation and inefficiency that has occurred so far, but above 
all to reduce Europe’s strategic dependence on critical technologies 
and value chains. The Critical Technologies Observatory and the 
EDA Action Plan for Disruptive and Emerging Technologies are 
expected to contribute to this effort.

In the field of cybersecurity, the European Cybersecurity 
Competence Centre is to be made operational as quickly as possible 
to develop a robust technological and industrial ecosystem in the 
cyber domain. It also wants to work with partners, such as the 
UN, to promote ethical and legal standards.

But in view of all that the Strategic Compass proposes, apart from 
the high representative’s new mission to chair annual ministerial 
meetings on European defence initiatives and the establishment 
of IHL, little else is revealed in this section. Once again we 
see that, for the most part, it simply seems to bring together 
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initiatives that were already underway and projects that had 
already been approved, resulting in a long list of expected and/or 
desired results whose effectiveness and completion have yet to 
be confirmed and depend to a large extent on the willingness to 
participate of the Member States, who are unlikely to change the 
policy they have maintained until now unless the conditions that 
favour and encourage it are substantially modified, which does 
not seem to be the case.

As a summary of the objectives of the “invest” section, the 
following are highlighted:

 – By mid-2022, increase and improve defence spending.

 – By 2023, review the Capability Target process.

 – From 2022, meetings of defence ministers will be organised on 
European defence initiatives, led by the high representative.

 – By 2024, the civilian capability development process will be 
launched.

 – By 2025, substantially reduce gaps in strategic enablers.

 – By 2023, steps will be taken to facilitate private financing of 
the defence industry.

 – By early 2023, the Commission will work to develop a proposal 
to facilitate the joint acquisition of defence capabilities.

 – Work on a possible modification of the European Defence Fund 
Regulation (which, without a date and expressed in potential, 
does not seem very convincing).

 – In 2022, establish the Defence Innovation Centre within the 
EDA.

 – In 2022, identify strategic dependencies in the defence sector, 
through the Critical Technologies Observatory.

 – By 2022, boost research, technological development and 
innovation to reduce strategic dependence on technology and 
value chains (clearly a pie in the sky statement, lacking any 
expression of means, incentives, etc.).

Partner

The last of the four main strands of the Strategic Compass is 
devoted to the instrument of partnership, i.e., it seeks to forge 
associations with the states or groups of states that can contribute 
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to the Union’s global or regional objectives: multilateralism and 
an international order based on international law, with the UN at 
its core. To this end, the EU not only wants to forge partnerships 
that are beneficial to itself, but also to strengthen the partners 
that are under threat. The aim is a flexible design that can 
easily adapt to the multiple situations required by the different 
characteristics of the partners, their geopolitical environments 
and their capacities and needs, at the multilateral and bilateral 
levels.

Multilateral and regional partners

The first and most prominent organisation is NATO, with which 
three joint declarations have already been made (2016, 2018 and 
2022), resulting in 74 lines of action so far. The aim is to promote 
political dialogue, information exchange, crisis operations 
management, military capability development and military 
mobility. Maritime security, hybrid threats and cybersecurity 
receive attention. To this end, more frequent high-level political 
meetings are desired, as well as at mid-level, parallel and 
coordinated exercises and exchange of critical information to 
allow for a common understanding of the security situation.

The second major international organisation is the UN, with 
whom the aim is to strengthen the strategic partnership to 
promote multilateralism based on international law and the 
principles of the UN Charter. But unlike NATO, there is no 
requirement for annual meetings at the highest level, nor 
for increased contacts and exchanges at the medium level. 
This shows a willingness to cooperate that does not receive a 
clear framework for cooperation. However, it does mention a 
willingness to implement a new framework of joint priorities for 
peace operations and crisis management for the period 2022-
2024, along with a more dynamic approach to early warning, 
conflict prevention and mediation. But again, without explaining 
how it will be implemented.

The third reference is the OSCE (Organisation for Security and 
Cooperation in Europe), with which cooperation in the fields of 
conflict prevention and crisis management is to be extended, 
with the OSCE Conflict Prevention Centre. To this end, activities 
such as preparation and exchange of best practices and lessons 
learned are identified, but no mention is made of how improving 
these activities will be attempted.
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On the African continent, the African Union is mentioned as an 
object of desire to strengthen strategic cooperation from Somalia 
to the Sahel region, through political dialogue and operational 
engagement. And there is also a desire to develop a robust and 
balanced security partnership with organisations such as the 
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), the G-5 
Sahel, the Southern African Development Community (SADC) 
and the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD). 
The overall objective is to contribute to peace and security on 
the African continent by developing contacts at the military and 
political levels to support and contribute to African initiatives that 
contribute to this objective.

The Indo-Pacific area is also mentioned, with the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) as the main reference 
point. In this area, the aim is to promote early warning and 
information exchange on violent extremism, chemical, biological, 
radiological, and nuclear threats, cybersecurity, maritime security, 
international crime, disaster relief and crisis management. This 
broad agenda is to be addressed through the Union’s admission 
as a full member of the ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting and 
participation in the ASEAN Regional Forum.

For its part, the League of Arab States and the Gulf Cooperation 
Council, with which greater cooperation is desired, are mentioned 
rather succinctly, this time without mentioning objectives, but 
merely expressing a vague wish.

Bilateral partnerships

About bilateral partnerships, the aim is to strengthen the network 
of partnerships, each specifically designed on a case-by-case 
basis, with security and defence issues more systematically 
included in political dialogues. To this end, a Security and Defence 
Partnership Forum will be institutionalised, bringing together 
all the Union’s partners biannually. In addition, the network of 
military advisors and counter-terrorism experts in the various EU 
delegations is also to be strengthened.

The most prominent partner mentioned first is the USA, considered 
to be of strategic importance and with which security and defence 
cooperation should be deepened. To this end, it wishes to build on 
the declaration of the EU-US summit declaration of June 2021 to 
develop areas such as respective security and defence initiatives, 
disarmament and non-proliferation, the impact of disruptive 
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technologies, climate change and defence, cyber defence, military 
mobility, hybrid threats, crisis management and relations with 
strategic competitors, in a clear allusion to China and Russia. The 
so-called transatlantic link continues to guide the relationship.

Other Western countries such as Norway, Canada and the UK 
are also mentioned. The latter is intended to create broader and 
more ambitious security and defence cooperation. With Turkey, it 
wants to cooperate in areas of common interest in a commitment 
to developing a mutually beneficial partnership but warns that 
Turkey must initiate a de-escalation in the eastern Mediterranean, 
where its relations with Greece, France and especially Cyprus are 
strained.

In the Western Balkans, the aim is to help build civilian and military 
capabilities and resilience in the region by cooperating with the UN, 
OSCE and NATO. Special attention is given to Ukraine, Georgia, 
and Moldova, with whom cooperation in security and defence, as 
well as in the fields of hybrid threats and cyber-security, is to be 
fostered by demanding the territorial integrity of these nations. 
The latter forges a sine die confrontation with Russia.

In relation to the neighbourhood to the south, mutual 
interdependence and the need to establish closer security 
and defence cooperation to counter threats such as terrorism, 
violent extremism, radicalisation, cyber and hybrid threats, 
organised crime, irregular migration, which are specific to the 
region and interconnected in many cases and affect both shores, 
is recognised. To this end, in line with the ‘comprehensive 
approach’, it undertakes to implement the Union’s full range of 
security and defence tools: civilian and military missions and 
operations, peace and stability programmes, and support and 
financing measures. Better linkage between military assistance 
and structural reforms, including Security Sector Reform, is seen 
as particularly relevant, as well as closer cooperation with the 
most capable African partners.

In the Indo-Pacific area, Japan, South Korea, India, Indonesia, 
Pakistan, and Vietnam are identified as key partners in establishing 
a regional security architecture based on international law. The 
basic tools to be employed are securing lines of communication, 
assistance to partners’ capacity building and the naval presence of 
EU states, which will include joint naval exercises and port visits.

In the wider Ibero-American area, Colombia and Chile are the 
key partners, with whom it is intended to deepen dialogue on 
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security and defence, providing them with more assistance in 
the fields of hybrid threats, cyber-attacks, organised crime, naval 
security, and climate change. A clear objective is to promote the 
participation of Ibero-American countries in the Union’s security 
and defence efforts.

To financially support all these efforts, the Union wants to make 
use of existing tools, such as the European Peace Facility and 
the Neighbourhood Instrument for International Development 
Cooperation.

However, the truth is that on analysis of the long list of initiatives, 
we again find that virtually all of them were already previously 
underway and that they form a broad set of desires and intentions, 
rather than realities structured into a concrete programme. In 
fact, the summary of the objectives to be achieved clearly reflects 
this, given the fact that it is rather succinct:

 – From 2022, expand and deepen the relationship with NATO, 
building on the new joint declaration.

 – From 2022, establish a new joint list of priorities for EU-UN 
cooperation.

 – In 2022, hold the first biennial meeting of the Security and 
Defence Partnership Forum in Brussels.

 – By 2022, deepen political dialogue and strengthen cooperation 
with the OSCE, the African Union and ASEAN. More specifically, 
develop an agenda with the OSCE on conflict prevention and 
crisis management with concrete actions at regional and 
thematic level; and closer cooperation with the African Union 
in the planning and conduct of operations at the operational 
level.

A broad panoply of desires and intentions, difficult to measure 
but easy to interpret positively when the effectiveness of what 
has achieved in the coming years is assessed. The only possible 
conclusion is that, although the SC represents an important step 
forward in some areas (especially in military and civilian rapid 
intervention, as well as in the planning of both aspects of the 
Union’s missions and operations), in others, as we have already 
pointed out, it has a certain intense scent of déjà vu, since the vast 
majority of the initiatives and actions it envisages were already 
underway or represent little more than a list of intentions, which 
will have to be verified if they are carried out and, if so, how 
effective they are.
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The Union’s four strategic challenges

Regardless of the approach provided by the strategic compass 
and the conclusions that can be drawn from it, we could take a 
broader, more general look at the challenges facing the Union. To 
this end, we will take up four key challenges:

 – Strategic autonomy and NATO.

 – The need to anticipate crises.

 – Influence in the international system.

 – Coherence in the struggle between interests and values.

Strategic autonomy and NATO

Having analysed strategic autonomy, it remains to be said to 
what extent it should be dependent on NATO.

Since General de Gaulle’s time in the 1960s, France has been 
Europe’s enfant terrible within NATO, advocating greater freedom 
of action in the face of US omnipresence in the Alliance, which 
obviously conditions its direction and actions. A debate that, while 
it sought to preserve France’s interests, to prevent Washington 
from dragging Paris into wars that were not in these interests, 
many analysts see as the background of the dichotomy between 
Atlantic solidarity and European autonomy. France’s withdrawal 
from NATO’s military command structure coincided with the 
development of the country’s ability to act independently, backed 
by the creation of a credible and proven nuclear force. Until its 
return to the military command structure in the 1990s, this did 
not prevent Paris from proving to be a reliable ally with unfailing 
solidarity (as shown during the Cuban crisis in the 1960s or 
the first Gulf War in 1991). This solidarity has not been without 
criticism of the Anglo-Saxon tandem’s decisions when they have 
compromised the Alliance as a whole, as in the cases of bombing 
Serbia in 1991 and the second Iraq War in 2003. Sixty years later, 
similar arguments were used by French President Emmanuel 
Macron to relaunch the debate on European strategic autonomy. 
But the argument has not been convincing for a substantial part 
of European partners, especially those geographically close to 
Russia, who see NATO as the real guarantor of their security in 
the face of the potential existential threat posed by Moscow’s 
assertive and intrusive policy over the past decade, especially 
since the war in Ukraine in February 2022.



José Luis Pontijas Calderón

58

In addition to the geopolitical turn by Moscow over the last decade, 
the situation goes back much further, to decades of the Atlantic 
Alliance’s security monopoly, which has provided a solid and 
credible framework for strategic thinking, decisions, and action. 
In fact, consensus after the 1999 creation of the CSDP never 
questioned NATO’s precedence, especially mentioned in Article 
42 of the Treaty on European Union (TEU), which stipulates:

‘The policy of the Union in accordance with this Section 
shall not prejudice the specific character of the security and 
defence policy of certain Member States and shall respect 
the obligations of certain Member States, which see their 
common defence realised in the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organisation (NATO), under the North Atlantic Treaty and 
be compatible with the common security and defence policy 
established within that framework’.

Thus, it is precisely NATO’s supremacy that has been behind the 
UK’s continued vetoes of any attempt to advance or develop the 
CSDP.

For its part, the Alliance has also opposed attempts at European 
strategic autonomy. This alliance rhetoric began at the very 
moment the CSDP was created, as in 1999 then US Secretary 
of State Madeleine Albright enunciated her famous ‘3Ds’: no 
duplication of NATO resources, no decoupling with the United 
States and no discrimination discriminate against NATO members 
who are not members of the EU. Although distant in time, the 
3D argument is still very present among US analysts (Kochis, 
2020). This is the main reason why the so-called ‘European pillar’ 
of the Alliance remains a taboo subject to which Washington 
and London have always been openly opposed, depending on 
the circumstances. The ultimate and not publicly acknowledged 
reason is Washington’s fear that, in the face of a serious crisis, 
Europe might opt for a policy that is clearly divergent from the 
preservation of US interests.

But this could complicate NATO’s internal cohesion: if Washington 
increases pressure on Brussels to adopt a more confrontational 
European stance towards Beijing or Moscow, the current 
precarious balance within the alliance between Atlanticists and 
those who wish to strengthen Europe’s strategic autonomy in 
international affairs could deteriorate.

Yet, since the adoption of the 2016 EU strategy, strategic 
autonomy has become a new mantra in official CSDP texts. 
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Specifically, it is one of the objectives set out in the creation and 
implementation of the European Defence Fund (EDF), endowed 
with nearly eight billion euros for the period 2021-2027 (European 
Commission, 2021). In any case, Russia’s more assertive policy 
(growing presence in the Baltic and North Atlantic, destabilisation 
of eastern Ukraine with the consequent annexation of Crimea, 
along with its expansion in the Eastern Mediterranean, deploying 
forces in Syria and Libya), but also incipiently in other African 
countries (Pontijas, 2021), makes some European partners feel 
more comfortable with deterrence that the US provides through 
NATO than deterrence by the EU. This last statement highlights a 
very important question about the degree of EU credibility as an 
international actor, which, because of its significance, we will try 
to answer in another section below.

But overconfidence in the US umbrella can be risky. President 
Biden’s message using the powerful idea that “America is back” 
does not mean that things are going to be the same as before, 
but that the US has returned to the world stage with a new 
strategy. Washington’s desire to normalise its strategic situation 
means that it no longer wishes to play the role of policing the 
world or use its power to pursue the elusive goal of stability 
and democracy in distant regions. On the contrary, the Biden 
administration wants to effectively re-engage with its allies and 
partners, but to intervene only when vital interests are at stake, 
far from becoming an isolationist or unilateralist superpower. 
Therefore, US interests will not be vital in some geographic areas 
(such as the Sahel, North Africa, or the eastern Mediterranean), 
where Europeans do feel theirs threatened, and the EU will require 
the will and capacity to exercise its strategic sovereignty.

One recent example of the disparity of interests between the 
two sides of the Atlantic is the unilateral US withdrawal from 
Afghanistan in August 2021, providing global jihadism with a 
more permissive space from which to recruit, radicalise and plan 
attacks. And it is precisely this deterioration of the situation that 
will affect Western Europe more than the US. (Reinares, 2021).

This new situation requires Europeans, including those who place 
all their confidence in the security that a subordinate relationship 
with Washington would provide, to realise that it will be impossible 
to escape the responsibility to act autonomously in large areas, 
some relatively remote parts of the continent. It should also equip 
itself with the capacity to deal with crises that may arise between 
Member States, or between Member States and some partner 
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states (as in the case of Turkey with Greece and France, or Spain 
with Morocco), and increase its credibility as an intermediary in 
crises that may arise between EU partners (such as Morocco and 
Algeria).

From this perspective, strategic autonomy would not consist of 
acting independently of US, rather being able to act where and 
when Washington does not wish to intervene, and European 
interests are at stake.

The need to anticipate crises

Under the leadership of Javier Solana, at the Nice European 
Council in 2000, the EU decided to equip itself with the 
necessary civilian and military capabilities for conflict prevention 
and management. It envisaged its action to be comprehensive, 
encompassing prevention, civilian and military management, 
as well as post-conflict reconstruction and stabilisation. The EU 
put in place mainly financial instruments to support its external 
action: the European Development Fund, the Instrument for 
Stability, the Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights, 
among others. Together, they totalled an unprecedented budget 
of up to €75 billion in the period 2014-2020. Thus, as previously 
mentioned, the EU has become the leading international actor in 
development and humanitarian aid, surpassing all other actors 
combined.

These tools, together with the creation of the 6,000-strong 
European External Action Service (EEAS), the intelligence bodies 
(the aforementioned SIAC and the Torrejón satellite centre) 
and the EU Institute for Security Studies (EUISS) in Paris, 
should provide the Union with sufficient capacity to anticipate 
crises. Unfortunately, the facts refute this expectation and for 
several reasons. The first and most important is that many small 
Member States whose have a very local vision, focused only on 
the problems of their immediate surroundings. This hampers the 
Commission’s global geopolitical vision, made up of staff from 
all EU Member States and therefore tainted by provincial visions 
that are reluctant to take on global issues.

The second reason is also structural and involves the Commission 
and the Council, which are constantly engaged in institutional 
battles. We must not forget that the Council represents the 
individual interests of each state, while the Commission is a body 
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made up of officials who in theory aseptically defend the interests 
of the Union itself. This leads to a clash of interests between the 
two institutions, which also hinders external action.

Finally, as mentioned above, the different and sometimes 
divergent views of individual Member States on the role the EU 
should play on the world stage and the strategic autonomy it 
should enjoy. This leads to more than a few partners showing 
reluctance to support any attempt at diplomatic integration, due 
to their obsession with preserving the independence of their 
national sovereignty.

Together, these reasons contribute to diminishing, if not nullifying, 
the Union’s capacity to anticipate the crises that are constantly 
emerging in its environment. EU crisis action is thus predominantly 
reactive rather than preventive, where prevention, once at the 
centre of European rhetoric, has given way to management. The 
CSDP, which is basically crisis management of other states, has 
taking on a leading role in recent decades due to the inability to 
anticipate in prevention.

Crisis prevention as an anticipatory tool should therefore be 
given renewed impetus if any initiative towards greater European 
strategic autonomy is to be more robust. This is something the 
SC is trying to improve.

The challenge of influence in the international system

The EU has accumulated almost 20 years of external action under 
the EU flag, with more than 30 civilian and military operations 
completed or still, ongoing (see figure). Some made a real 
difference, such as Operation Atlanta against piracy off the coast 
of Somalia (still active) or the protection of refugee camps in 
Darfur in 2007. Others have been perhaps less spectacular, but 
equally effective, such as monitoring the ceasefire between 
Russia and Georgia in 2008. While others have been unsuccessful, 
for example, policing in Afghanistan and Iraq, or the recently 
abandoned mission in Mali. In any case, while they can be 
considered successes from an operational point of view since, 
after all, troops have been deployed and have done their job 
effectively, they have not been able to produce a great return in 
terms of geostrategic influence.

Brussels has shown that it knows how to intervene to mitigate 
violence and suffering, but its reluctance to use had power 
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undermines its credibility as a global actor capable of imposing 
its interests on the reluctant. Some peace talks or negotiations 
between parties with the intervention of major powers have left 
the EU out, even though it is an actor in the crisis or conflict. 
Consequently, the EU ends up being viewed as little more than a 
funding agency for development and humanitarian aid.

Perhaps first, the question of what kind of international order the 
Union wishes to promote and support through its external action 
and what security system is best suited to European interests 
and value systems should be clearly answered. It is in the EU’s 
interest to promote a cooperative multilateralism that is capable 
of an international order to which all states contribute, subscribing 
to rules of interrelation that guarantee that their exchanges 
are carried out in a peaceful and mutually beneficial manner, 
embedded in multilateral institutions where disagreements can be 
discussed, clarified, and resolved. The alternative is decoupling 
forced by the interests of the major powers, which would force 
the remaining states to choose sides between the blocs, excluding 
relations with members of the opposing bloc. The latter scenario 
would lead to economic crisis and make it impossible to face the 
growing global challenges (pandemics, international terrorism, 
organised crime, etc.).

Current civilian and military operations, EU External Action Service (2021)
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Brussels can act as a mediating power and foster multilateral 
cooperation to reduce mistrust, provide transparency and 
mitigate tensions among the great powers and in its geographical 
neighbourhood. Freed from the need to preserve its status at the 
expense of other states, the Union can afford to act moderately. 
In fact, the EU disclosed its leitmotif in this regard when it 
announced that China was considered simultaneously a partner, a 
competitor, and a rival, essentially applying the rule of ‘cooperate 
when you can, push back when you must’. This would require 
‘compartmentalising’ EU foreign policy, i.e., not allowing a dispute 
in one area to contaminate the relationship with another power in 
all dimensions of the relationship with that power, unless vital EU 
interests are at stake. Brussels can therefore afford to agree with 
Beijing on a comprehensive investment agreement in December 
2020, while adopting (mostly symbolic) sanctions against China 
over issues related to human rights violations. This approach 
has permeated the US Administration, as the joint statement 
issued after the US-EU summit (EU Council, June 2021) copied 
the ‘partner-competitor-rival’ language already used by the EU. 
The alternative to compartmentalisation is external relations that 
are more strained, less flexible and much less able to produce 
results favourable to European interests. Brussels would thus 
avoid falling into the language of rivalry and confrontation so 
often used on the other side of the Atlantic.

Coherence in the struggle between interests and values

The debate on the discrepancy between a foreign policy focused 
on defending interests and one dedicated to promoting values 
has been present in the Union since the very beginning of the 
CSDP. In theory, for EU Member States (and for Western powers 
in general), the defence and promotion of Western values 
(democracy, human rights, women’s equality, etc.) should be one 
of the most important elements of their foreign policy. However, as 
globalisation makes its constraints more present, with the return 
to the geopolitics of power in a multipolar international system, 
the (ever present) gap between real politics and institutional 
political discourse is growing ever wider.

Examples of this can be seen in the good relations with Saudi 
Arabia and the lack of criticism of the abuses committed in the 
war in Yemen, or those committed by China against its Muslim 
minorities, or the torture practised by the US under pressure from 
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the war on terror. NATO does not escape this dilemma either. The 
bombing of Serbia in 1999 —illegal under the UN Charter— to 
force Serbia to accept an agreement that was later breached by 
most NATO countries (by recognising Kosovo’s independence), 
and Turkey’s authoritarian drift, place the Alliance in dilemmas 
where it prefers to look the other way. How can NATO defend the 
idea of promoting democracy and the rule of law, and international 
treaties under the aegis of the UN, when some of its members 
have begun an autocratic drift and breached those treaties? What 
kind of international credibility can it receive outside the Western 
sphere?

As we have said, this debate is not new as states, including 
democracies, are traditionally forced to choose between the least 
bad of the options, which often shifts moral considerations to a 
second or third order of priority. This often results in European 
foreign policy, or that of some of its states when acting alone, being 
deservedly criticised for double standards: when Westerners apply 
power politics it is acceptable (after all, we are democracies) while 
when our adversaries or competitors do so, they are deserving 
of the strongest condemnation, sanctions, and moral censure. 
In addition, there is the problem of geopolitical inaction —what 
some analysts have called ‘strategic abstinence’—, i.e., European 
foreign policy credibility suffers tremendously when actors in the 
international system find that grandiloquent phrases and the 
strongest condemnations are not backed up by forceful action.

European diplomacy would thus gain credibility if it accepted 
this dilemma, as honestly as possible, and clearly explained 
the options that have been considered when forced to make 
decisions that bypass moral considerations. Otherwise, if we 
refuse to consider this situation in all its complexity and in the 
face of the enormous ambiguity and unpredictability of some of 
the threats and challenges, we face, we could run the risk of 
betraying everything we are supposed to stand for.

A credible strategic actor

In analysing Europe’s strategic autonomy vis-à-vis NATO, we 
wondered about the degree of credibility the Union might enjoy 
as an international actor, because Brussels is already aware that 
even moderate objectives cannot be achieved without being 
perceived, to a greater or lesser extent, as a power capable of 
applying its power capabilities. For, although the general idea 
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of European foreign policy is to create win-win situations and 
its objectives are moderate and realistic, even these objectives 
require the proactive use of the full range of power instruments: 
political, economic, diplomatic, and even military. But the EU’s 
decision-making system often causes timidity or indecision rather 
than restraint, and this makes the implementation of any strategy, 
however well designed, difficult, or even impossible.

Therefore, to be truly resolute in defending its interests, Brussels 
must think in terms of great power. A great power, yes, with 
a distinctive role to play, in mediation and global multilateral 
cooperation, but a great power nonetheless; a pole in a multipolar 
world, freely applying the compartmentalisation discussed above.

In any case, Brussels must be patient in measuring results and, 
of course, be very clear about what are vital interests and what 
are not. For while the EU has a moral obligation to criticise human 
rights violations, it must be aware that such criticism will not lead 
to a change in the aptitude of the perpetrator in the short term, 
nor will sanctions improve the situation of the victims. Sanctions 
should be reserved for situations where red lines are crossed by 
any actor (governmental or otherwise), threatening international 
peace and security, as in the case of Russia in Ukraine.

Thus, one can maintain a critical stance on the policy pursued by 
a power on moral issues, while trading with it to the benefit of 
both, as long as the fundamental interests of the Union are not 
at stake. This would contribute to the strength and credibility of 
European external action.

In the field of hybrid threats, the EU should also develop a 
more assertive doctrine given that the current doctrine focuses 
on neutralising hybrid threats through a passive element, the 
strengthening of internal resilience. But true credibility in 
deterrence should also take into account the possibility of adding 
an active element, i.e. to combine deterrence by denial and 
deterrence by punishment. In this way, potential aggressors 
should consider the negative consequences that their action 
could also have for their interests.

The 2016 strategy defined the EU’s vital interests (security of 
citizens, prosperity and democracy, and a global order based 
on respect for international rules), along with five priorities 
(protecting Europe, stabilising the geographical neighbourhood, 
strategic autonomy, stabilising regions contested by major 
powers, and advancing a multilateral agenda). But unfortunately, 
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not all these priorities have been translated into action. Therefore, 
the SC attempts to be fundamentally operational. Whether 
it succeeds in translating all priorities into actions that lead to 
tangible results remains to be seen. Because we must not forget 
that the credibility of the Union as a player in the international 
system will largely depend on the results of its external action for 
European citizens, but above all for non-Europeans.

We could therefore add the promotion of a non-confrontational 
relationship between and with the major powers as a further 
priority. The fact that the relationship with each of the major 
powers depends on their will does not exclude the fact that it is 
in the Union’s interest to promote an international system free of 
confrontational blocs and which requires it to take sides. Brussels 
must be able to define its foreign policy in such a way that it can 
cooperate with each of the major powers in areas where interests 
coincide, but also freely refuse to impose conditions where they 
are contrary. Such a priority should be independent of whether 
the major power in question is autocratic or not. The fact that 
China represents a challenge is not because it is undemocratic, 
but because it is an expanding major power, as was the US back 
in the day. It would be delusional to think that Washington 
would happily share world primacy with Beijing if China were a 
democracy. What really affects European vital interests is not how 
Russia, India or China treat their citizens, but how both powers 
behave in their inter-state relations. For as mentioned above, even 
democracies bypass international values and laws when it comes 
to defending their interests, especially if these are important. 
Is the way Beijing violates international law in the South China 
Sea any different from the way Washington imposes an embargo 
on Cuba? Is India’s behaviour in Kashmir different from China’s 
in Xinjiang? We must also admit that, in the Mediterranean, 
Brussels blithely ignores rhetoric on democracy and human rights 
when it comes to favouring any regime that cooperates with it 
on security, migration or energy issues because human rights in 
other states, while part of our values, are not among our vital 
interests. This is not to say that Brussels should not maintain 
a critical stance on human rights and international legality. But 
from there to intending to change the political system of other 
states is not part of our objectives, much less of our priorities. 
The experience of the last 20 years shows that democratisation 
is a process that each state must achieve on its own as it cannot 
be artificially generated, let alone imposed, from the outside by 
the tools with which the EU has equipped itself.
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The EU should therefore position itself differently from seeking 
cooperative relations, where these are possible, without 
renouncing the defence of its interests in an assertive, even 
coercive manner when the situation requires.

But Brussels should avoid reacting to any initiative from a major 
power as a threat when it is, in fact, a major challenge. In this 
sense, China’s ‘One belt, One road’ initiative (BRI) cannot be 
considered a threat, at least as long as Beijing does not force 
other states to join it. After all, the United States did the same 
with the Marshall Plan and the EU itself with the so-called Eastern 
Partnership and the Union for the Mediterranean (although the 
European initiatives have been rather more modest in their 
economic funding and therefore much less attractive). There is 
therefore no need for Europe to fear the BRI. Indeed, in response 
to the initiative, the EU adopted its own connectivity strategy for 
Asia (‘Connecting Europe and Asia: the EU Strategy’, EU External 
Service, 2019) with an emphasis on trade and investment, to 
convince Asian economies of the advantages of maintaining an 
open economy and not just being dependent on the Chinese 
giant, which could jeopardise their sovereignty, if they put ‘all 
their eggs in one basket’, be it Chinese or Russian (Eurasian 
Economic Union, led by Russia). Since September 2019, the 
EU has been promoting the EU-Asia Connectivity Forum, with a 
budget of €60 billion for the period 2021-2027. The European 
figure clearly does not match that of the Chinese initiative, but 
if used properly it can produce very beneficial results for the EU.

It is thus clear that Brussels’ objective in Asia is to maintain an 
open economy and not to promote democratisation processes 
that would entail regime change, which would surely earn the 
animosity of a substantial part of the states targeted by the 
European strategy.

In this sense, the Western bloc’s confrontation with Russia is 
providing Moscow with a magnificent instrument of domestic 
legitimisation and regime survival. While the Russian regime 
traditionally maintains that it seeks respect and security from 
Western interference in its internal affairs, the truth is that it 
operates on a single register: its military-nuclear might, coupled 
with its veto power in the UN Security Council. Moscow tends to 
forget that respect is also earned by the drawing power generated 
by a powerful economy that radiates its capacity and benefits 
many others. This is the field in which the EU has a fundamental 
advantage and in which it should therefore force Russia to play, 
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rather than stubbornly following the Anglo-Saxon dictate of 
geopolitical power confrontation, which is the register in which it 
is in Moscow’s best interest to operate.

Finally, Brussels should also review the instruments it uses 
to employ the enormous economic resources it spends on 
development and humanitarian aid, which in 2020 reached almost 
19 billion euros (46% of the world total, The Donor Tracker, 
2021) and which, according to the European Parliament, will be 
endowed with 79.5 billion euros by 2027 (European Parliament, 
2021). This tremendous sum of financial resources, more than 
all other international actors combined, is mostly spent indirectly 
through UN agencies or local actors, NGOs, etc. This leads to 
a loss of visibility and transparency in spending, but above all 
to a lack of coherence with EU foreign policy objectives, which 
benefit or are in line with our interests. It does not take much 
imagination to think of the enormous benefits that such an 
amount of funding should produce in the European geographical 
environment, if it was tightly controlled and directed according to 
a common purpose.

A European strategy should therefore take into account that 
development aid must be targeted, prioritised and coherent in 
order to create the synergy needed to make a difference and 
contribute to creating a more developed and development-friendly 
European environment, while avoiding dispersing effort and thus 
wasting available resources, which, although substantial, are not 
unlimited.

In this regard, the approach to the South, where the main objective 
of Brussels is to strengthen resilience, should be reviewed. But 
resilience is a passive (one might almost say defensive) concept 
that basically seeks to create buffer zones or buffer states to 
shield Europe from terrorism and irregular mass migration. For 
the states involved (Maghreb and mainly Sahel), the European 
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approach is clearly less attractive than the Chinese approach, 
which employs increasing resources, or is hardly a counterweight 
to Russia, which is increasingly active in the region. A new 
approach should therefore entail greater EU proactivity and 
involvement in the area, questioning and revising the stabilisation 
and development model that has been implemented so far and 
has produced so few results. One of the key issues will be the 
fight against widespread corruption, which has so far received 
little or no attention and which robs Western action of credibility 
among the indigenous population, since much of this action is 
conducive to corruption. Brussels and the rest of the Western 
world must realise that corruption in the countries to be stabilised 
decisively undermines the objectives to be achieved. However, 
this thorny issue is not clearly identified as a target in the SC.

Conclusions

As competition and rivalry between the major powers increases, 
one of the great challenges for the EU would be to preserve 
global uniqueness, i.e., an international order to which all states 
contribute by subscribing to rules of interrelation that ensure 
that their exchanges are conducted in a peaceful and mutually 
beneficial manner, embedded in multilateral institutions where 
disagreements can be discussed, clarified and resolved.

One of the biggest mistakes the EU could make is inaction, i.e., 
a foreign policy of the lowest common denominator, leading to 
the current strategic abstinence. Brussels can act as a mediating 
power and foster multilateral cooperation, reducing mistrust and 
mitigating tensions between major powers. But to do so, it needs 
to balance its capabilities, including coercive capabilities which 
must include the willingness and potential proportionate use of 
force in a credible manner.

The increasingly deteriorating arc of instability around Europe is 
raising European security awareness and prompting debate on 
issues that, until a few years ago, remained outside the EU’s 
focus. The scenario for Europe is particularly worrying, as the 
new US administration has signalled its desire not to engage in 
scenarios where its core interests are not at stake. This should 
oblige the EU to equip itself with the tools to deal alone with those 
threats it does not share with the US hegemon but avoiding being 
dragged into scenarios where significant European interests are 
not threatened.
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It is clear that the EU needs much greater strategic autonomy 
than it currently enjoys being able to provide itself with this 
capacity for geopolitical manoeuvre and it must cover operational, 
economic-industrial and political-diplomatic spheres. This would 
entail assuming that the EU is a major player on the world stage, 
capable of defending its interests at home and abroad: a common 
vision of its future and of the threats it faces and could face in the 
short, medium and long term.

Unfortunately, at least in the short to medium-term, Europe’s 
defence cannot guarantee the protection of the continent, so its 
security will be inescapably intertwined with the security provided 
by the US. The debate on strategic autonomy is mired in a false 
zero-sum dichotomy: “More Europe means less US.” US.”. But, 
as we have said, strategic autonomy would not consist of acting 
independently of the US, rather being able to act where and when 
Washington does not wish to intervene, and European interests 
are at stake.

To create a shared vision to forge a common strategic culture and 
clarify what kind of actor the Union should be on the world stage, 
the SC has been launched, which is expected to bring Member 
States’ views closer together.

Although the SC represents an important step forward in some 
areas (especially in military and civilian rapid intervention, as well 
as in the planning of both aspects of the Union’s missions and 
operations), in others it has a certain air of déjà vu, since for the 
most part it seems to bring together initiatives that were already 
underway and projects that had already been approved, resulting 
in a list of expected and/or desired events, whose effectiveness 
and completion have yet to be confirmed, as well as depending 
on Member States’ willingness to participate, which are unlikely 
to change, as long as the conditions that favour and encourage it 
are not in place. A new and expanded level of ambition does not 
seem to be the best recipe for overcoming the lack of political will 
by states, the real stumbling block to overcome. Thus, military, 
and civilian operations cannot be carried out that exceed in 
ambition and assertiveness the current reduced scope, size and 
number of such operations.

It would also require strategic anticipation and greater reactivity to 
major crises, both of which are hampered by the aforementioned 
difficulty of harmonising the different and progressively divergent 
interests of the 27 partners.
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Whether or not the SC will end up playing a greater role will 
depend on the necessary political momentum that follows. This 
will require even those who place all their trust in Washington 
to realise the unavoidable responsibility of being able to act 
autonomously in large areas, some relatively far from its 
immediate neighbourhood or even continent.

In any case, EU crisis action should move from being predominantly 
reactive to being largely preventive. Prevention would thus regain 
the prominence that has been ceded to management in recent 
years.

On the other hand, the level of ambition is not clearly expressed 
in the SC. Several scattered paragraphs must be interpreted to 
extract the level of ambition, which together give us an idea and 
which we could summarise as follows:

 – Protecting citizens, defending shared interests, projecting our 
values, and helping to shape the global future.

 – Applying the integrated approach, combining diplomatic, 
economic instruments and civilian and military capabilities to 
prevent conflict, responding to crises, contributing to peace 
building, and supporting partners.

 – Having full spectrum forces that are agile, mobile, interoperable, 
technologically advanced, energy efficient and resilient.

 – Being able to plan, execute and conduct all types of non-
executive military missions, two small executive missions/
operations and one medium executive military operation.

 – Being capable of executing an evacuation or civilian protection 
operation with a rapidly deployable force of up to 5,000 troops.

 – Being able to deploy up to 300 civilian experts in 30 days for 
security sector reform missions.

 – Ensuring open access and resilience of the Union in the 
strategic domains of cyberspace, outer space, as well as 
ensuring open access to the maritime domain and freedom of 
lines of communication.

In this sense, it is in the EU’s interest to promote a cooperative and 
effective multilateralism (Borrell, 2020), an international order to 
which all actors in the system contribute, embedded in multinational 
institutions where disagreements can be discussed, clarified, and 
resolved in a peaceful and mutually beneficial manner. Brussels 
can act as a mediating power and foster multilateral cooperation 
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to reduce mistrust, provide transparency and mitigate tensions 
among the great powers and in its geographical neighbourhood. 
The alternative would be a divided world as the great powers 
distance themselves from each other and try to forge mutually 
exclusive blocs.

As for the debate on the discrepancy between foreign policy 
focused on the defence of interests and policy dedicated to the 
defence and promotion of values, European diplomacy would 
most likely gain credibility if, by accepting the aforementioned 
dilemma, it would provide convincing explanations when forced 
to make decisions that bypass moral considerations.

To be a credible strategic actor, Brussels should think in terms of 
a great power, but play a different role, in which mediation and 
international cooperation are the fundamental and preferred tools, 
but at the same time endowed with the capacity and willingness 
to employ coercive tools when necessary. This requires a clear 
definition of which interests are vital and which are not. Sanctions 
should be reserved for situations where red lines are crossed that 
threaten international peace and security.

In the field of hybrid threats, the EU should also develop a more 
assertive doctrine by adding active and punitive elements, beyond 
the pursuit of passive resilience.

The Union must be aware that its credibility as an international 
actor will largely depend on the assertiveness of its external action, 
particularly vis-à-vis the major powers. Brussels must thus be 
able to define its foreign policy in such a way that it can cooperate 
with them when interests coincide and freely refuse to impose 
conditions otherwise, regardless of whether the power in question 
is autocratic or not. Moreover, the EU should bear in mind that one 
of its most important priorities in relation to the major powers is 
to foster a relationship between them that is as cooperative as 
possible, avoiding a drift towards all-out confrontation that would 
divide the international system into blocs.

On the other hand, the use of the instruments available for 
development and humanitarian aid, whose significant financial 
resources should be focused in a coherent manner, should be 
reviewed so that they are much more effective and contribute 
to creating a more stable and secure European environment. 
This requires a new approach that challenges and corrects 
the stabilisation and development model that has so far been 
implemented and has not delivered the desired results.
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In summary, the EU’s strategic autonomy would not consist of 
acting independently of US, but in being able to act where and 
when European interests are at stake and Washington does not 
wish to intervene. In this sense, the SC is frustrating because, as 
a self-imposed constraint, it relinquishes real strategic autonomy 
in favour of NATO, i.e., the US, the power that dominates and 
leads the Alliance.
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Chapter Two

Strategic autonomy: A place in the sun? The historical 
and political journey of a necessary ambition

Luis Andrés Bárcenas Medina

Executive summary

In a global context of great power competition, with the war back in 
Europe, the similarities between the first decades of Europe in the 
20th century and the current century are evident and disturbing. 
We also find significant differences after the passage of the fastest 
century in history. Therefore, explaining the significance of the 
concept of strategic autonomy is necessary to understand the global 
and European security context. Additionally, the concept of strategic 
autonomy has become the common thread of a broader and deeper 
process: the construction of a Europe of defence with fluid borders. 
Throughout the history of the concept, various versions can be 
identified. These versions coincide with economic and political turning 
points in international economic and political history. Strategic 
autonomy is an evolving but essential concept if the EU is to solve 
Europe’s security problems without overlapping with other actors.

Keywords

Strategic autonomy, Europe, European Union, great power 
competition, Strategic Compass, Europe of Defence, security and 
defence, NATO.
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Europe, 100 years on...

In her magnum opus The War That Ended Peace: The Road 
to 1914, historian Margaret MacMillan describes the complex 
web of decisions, omissions, calculations, ambitions, and 
misunderstandings that led Europe into the abyss of the Great 
War. The summarised thesis is that all these factors together 
created a political impasse over the previous decades, from 
which the only way out was war. A former Austrian corporal in 
the Germany army manoeuvred over the rubble of a shattered 
order, aided by a Georgian agitator, incapable politicians in 
London and Paris, and in the company of a histrionic expert 
journalist in Rome, plunging Europe back into the ‘next season’ 
of the recurring nightmare that is war in Europe, which we have 
so often dismissed as ‘for good’, and which once again knocking 
at our door.

Why does it seem pertinent to turn to a reference that is already a 
century old to analyse the current European situation? The answer 
to this question lies in the many similarities in the geostrategic 
landscape between early 20th century Europe and early 21st 
century Europe. A hundred years do not pass without changing 
borders and shaping histories, four or five generations have 
come and gone, and the technology available today compared to 
a century ago gives geography a completely different meaning. 
But by some inevitable law, the dynamics that moved our great-
great-grandparents are perfectly recognisable in those that move 
us. We will not resort to Marx’s famous figure of speech in his 
Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte when he asserts that ‘... 
History repeats itself twice: the first time as tragedy, the second 
as farce’ (Orozco, 2017), because the word farce is not correct; 
we prefer drama. What seemed like the perfect Hollywood “good 
guys and bad guys” movie with a happy ending after the fall of 
the Berlin Wall is having far fewer kind sequels, with painful plot 
twists and different protagonists. But the argument remains the 
same: war in Europe.

Applying Fernand Braudel’s ‘long wave’ theory, it is not 
unreasonable to say, as a starting point, that we have not yet 
come back from the abyss of 1914 (Braudel, 1949). History is 
much more than historiography and this statement can truly be 
polished by all the nuances: the continent is not homogeneous, 
small states also count, developments are neither simultaneous 
nor synchronous throughout Europe (which we mean here in the 
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broadest possible sense), the counter was reset to zero in 1945 
with the first atomic bomb, in short, a lot of water has passed 
under the bridge, yes, but the bridge is still there. The famous 
ambition of Wilhelmine Germany seems to have returned as an 
echo, more sophisticated, with a more complex and diffuse actor 
yes, but just as disturbing: in a dramatic context, ‘Europe seeks 
its place in the sun’ (MacMillan, 2013)1.

This work consists of three main parts. The first presents a 
diagnosis of the situation in Europe. The second proposes 
an analysis of the concept of strategic autonomy as a thread 
running through a more complex process: the creation of a 
Europe of defence. Finally, both converge in reflections on the 
security problems facing the European continent, and their 
possible solutions. The reader will be able to identify them 
clearly.

In 2022, and from a macro perspective, Europe is no longer 
comprehensible in isolation. The argument of the American 
isolationists who in 1916 re-elected Woodrow Wilson with the 
slogan: “He kept us out of war” —because war was ‘a matter for 
European empires’2— a century later smells of mothballs. For 
more than a decade we have been living in a period of ‘great 
power competition’ in which Europe has been struggling to not 
be swallowed up. But what does this really mean? What lies 
behind this academically useful and widely used definition? The 
answer is as short as it is blunt: we are at war. Competition 
between great powers is a state in which the normal form 
of relationship between those actors with the capacity to 
articulate international relations is not one of cooperation, but 
of confrontation.

There are multiple ways to reach this state, fundamentally 
the perception of a zero-sum game in the platforms on which 
international relations are played out. Its natural consequence is 
polarisation, rupture, and the creation of factions. Trade wars3, 

1 This famous expression comes from Bernhard von Bülow’s speech to the Reichtag 
in December 1897 as Foreign Minister of Wilhelm II, when he spoke of Germany in the 
following terms: “We do not want to put anyone into the shade, but we demand a place 
for ourselves in the sun.” 
2 1916 US presidential campaign slogan for candidate Woodrow Wilson (A/N).
3 For example, that of the US and China following the implementation of Trade Act 
301 in March 2018, or the US and EU in relation to tariffs on aircraft manufacturers, 
aluminium or steel, or a multitude of agricultural products. 
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energy wars4, culture wars5, wars in cyberspace6, economic-
financial wars (sanctions)7, mass social movements8 or population 
wars9 emerge. In such an environment, the outbreak of a major 
armed conflict, of military war, is inevitable. It simply becomes a 
question of timing. Either by calculating risks or by mistake, the 
first cannon ends up being fired.

This was the situation in Europe, and through its ripples around 
the world, on the eve of the summer of 1914. The great powers 
of the time, the United Kingdom, France, Germany, Russia, 
Italy, and the Austro-Hungarian and Turkish empires, together 
with minor but very active powers such as Serbia, Bulgaria and 
Montenegro, found themselves hopelessly embroiled in a series 
of conflicts in which the hegemony of the continent was at stake. 
The UK and France were on the brink of war with Germany over 
the Tangier incident in 1905; the British and Germans were in 
turn engaged in a naval escalation (culminating in the cold waters 
of Jutland in 1916); France and the UK had almost gone to war 
(as they had 100 years earlier) over the Fashoda incident in 
1898; in Asia, Russia had suffered a humiliating defeat at the 
hands of the Japanese fleet at Tsushima in 1905; between 1912 
and 1913 the Balkans had seen a war first between the Ottoman 
Empire and the Balkan League10 and then between the members 
of the Balkan League. Austria-Hungary first invaded in 1878 and 
then annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1908, the former to the 
detriment of the Turks, the latter to the detriment of the Serbs.

In short, the context was defined by long-standing geopolitical 
tensions (problems) added to irreconcilable colonial expansions 
necessitated by industrialisation and its need for raw materials. 
Incidentally, it is important to note that politics played a very 

4 The US veto of the Nord Stream 2 pipeline is a case in point.
5 For example, the cultural confrontation between tradition and globalism, for which it 
is interesting to read Baqués, J. and Fojón, E. Rusia, más allá de Putin: la influencia de 
Aleksandr Duguin en la política exterior rusa. In the same vein, Donald Trump’s speech 
to the United Nations General Assembly on 24 September 2019.
6 According to consulting firm Deloitte, 94% of Spanish companies have suffered 
security incidents during 2021.
7 The US currently imposes sanctions on 39 countries through more than 8,000 
measures.
8 In 2020, 413,210 foreigners immigrated to Spain, and 184,000 foreigners emigrated 
from Spain.
9 Such as the use of Syrian refugees by Turkey (2015) or Belarus (in 2021-2022), or 
more recently of own nationals by Morocco (May 2021).
10 Bulgaria, Montenegro, Greece and Serbia (A/N).
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limited role in the dissent: after the revolutions of the 18th and 
19th centuries, all the countries mentioned, except for Turkey, 
had regimes that were not ideologically equal, of course, but 
compatible with each other, with formally representative systems, 
with the existence of parliaments and more or less democratic and 
sophisticated mechanisms of participation in decision-making. 
We will not go into detail, but it was not antagonistic ideological 
or religious positions, but the geopolitical tectonic plates colliding 
in 1914 that found in Sarajevo the perfect excuse to release the 
accumulated energy.

Today, mutatis mutandis, that picture is perfectly recognisable. 
Great powers, articulating large regions of the planet with 
systems that, although politically not comparable (communist 
China has nothing to do with the United States), should be able 
to coexist. Although ideological confrontation exists, all of them, 
de jure or de facto, have adopted capitalism as their economic 
model. And yet, there remains several problems, regional and 
global, whereby they have become geopolitically incompatible. 
In Europe, and by the vagaries of history, exactly 100 years later, 
Kiev has taken over from Sarajevo, the Maidan from the Latin 
Bridge, and finally that first shot has been fired.

This obvious but not anecdotal analogy occurs because the 
international security system failed then and has failed now. 
If in 1914 it did so by its non-existence, today it has done so 
by its inoperativeness. On the eve of World War I, peace and 
stability were maintained by the successful action of the rulers, 
like trapeze artists without a net, without the external help of a 
recognisable multilateral system. Not even in its embryonic (and 
effective) version of ‘balance + treaty + directory’ such as those 
that emerged after Westphalia, Utrecht or Vienna. The resignation 
of Bismarck in 1890 (who had been ambassador to St. Petersburg 
and Paris, a key factor in understanding his success) deprived 
this personality-based architecture of its fundamental pillar, and 
Europe took its first step on the road to disaster.

It cannot be said that in 2014 the world was short of multinational 
institutions, that the system lacked multilateral fora in all the 
subsystems and platforms of international relations. On the 
contrary, on a global scale, the United Nations system, with all 
its organisations (cultural, social, economic, etc.), in addition to 
its Security Council; the World Bank, the International Monetary 
Fund, the World Trade Organisation, the International Atomic 
Energy Agency, etc. In Europe the OSCE, and the entire system 
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associated with the EU; in Asia, the ASEAN, the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organisation; the Organisation of African Unity on 
that continent; and in America, the Organisation of American 
States. Consultation forums and regional alliances such as NATO 
or the Collective Security Treaty Organisation. And many more, 
which means that practically all sectors and activities, and all 
corners of the planet, are covered by one or more systems, by 
one or more of these international organisations, sometimes 
by many. In short, if in 1914 leaders could not rely on an 
institutionally woven safety net, in 2014 there was no excuse 
for unilateralism unless there was an express will to break it. 
And yet, this whole framework, designed to avoid precisely that 
absence of an international security system to which the outbreak 
of World Wars in 1914 and 1939 is attributed, has failed.

We ask ourselves about the causes and effects of failure. First, 
the complex and comprehensive international institutional set-up 
has left a crack through which the war has slipped. We refer to the 
(sub-)security system in Europe. The end of the Cold War left half 
of Europe (and half of the world, as the Arab Spring shows) adrift, 
with no anchor or engine. Successive NATO and EU enlargements 
to Eastern Europe solved this problem (not without controversy, 
which we will not go into here) for many former Warsaw Pact and 
former Soviet Union countries, but not for all. This new paradigm 
has not been able to articulate a model of balance and trust, which 
are key concepts when it comes to security. On the contrary, by 
overlapping pre-existing tectonic plates the model is by design 
doomed to instability. As a precedent from which lessons seem 
not to have been learned, the case of the former Yugoslavia is a 
scaled-down reproduction of the pan-European model.

The first obvious lesson of that disintegrating war was that the 
European powers had been unable either to prevent or to stop it. 
On the contrary, the actions of certain European capitals would 
have added fuel to the fire11. Only the half-hearted intervention 
of the United States managed to bring the disputants to Dayton, 
where a half-hearted agreement was reached that temporarily 
stemmed the bleeding. The Kosovo wound was left open, a wound 
that would become infected four years later. All this in the heart 

11 We refer to Germany recognising the independence of Slovenia and Croatia, followed 
by the recognition of that independence by the then EC in December 1991. Yugoslavia’s 
Federal Vice-President Branko Kostic warned at the time that this recognition would 
extend the war to Bosnia and lead to the creation of a Greater Serbia, ready to defend 
the Serbs by force throughout Yugoslavia. 



Strategic autonomy: A place in the sun? The historical and political...

81

of Europe. The Balkan wars between 1991 and 1994 and then the 
intervention in Kosovo in 1999 set a clear precedent: geopolitics 
was lurking, but not dead, behind the façade of multilateralism, 
and that on this premise Europeans had no capacity to keep the 
peace at home.

Secondly, globalisation. In both its economic and political sense, 
globalisation has generated a model whereby the most advanced 
countries exchange volatile goods (software, money, culture, 
etc.) for tangible consumer goods which, for reasons of economic 
efficiency, they have renounced producing. By design, this model 
is the most efficient while the situation is normal economically and 
politically, but the COVID crisis has forced our vulnerable societies 
to face another reality: the distribution of production chains, 
commercial and financial interdependence are very efficient in 
predictable situations, but generate suffering, anxiety, instability, 
and detachment from the system when that normality breaks 
down. Ironically, if the crisis forced us to look in the mirror at our 
weaknesses, overcoming the COVID crisis has amplified them in 
an alarming way. The post-pandemic period is highlighting another 
even more dangerous interdependence: energy interdependence 
(Sánchez Herráez, 2021). The general perception is that this 
disorderly —not to say tumoural— development of capitalism 
that is globalisation makes us, individuals, and states, more 
vulnerable. And the only thing standing between vulnerability 
and conflict is opportunity.

Thirdly, the military factor. The presence of nuclear weapons in 
Europe, the post-Cold War mirage of conventional arms reductions 
and the 2008 financial crisis (which devastated the arsenals of 
Europe’s armed forces) have weakened our defences to the point 
of robbing politics of a fundamental tool: deterrence. Against all 
historical evidence, politics has been put ahead of geopolitics, 
and the results of this ideologically weighted mentality have been 
the interventions in Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya and the Sahel, or the 
attitude of Western countries towards the Arab Spring and the 
civil war in Syria. The message to the international community 
is clear: domestic economics and politics have weakened culture 
and thus strategic patience in Europe (and the West in general). 
Europe is disarmed12, and European societies lack the will and the 
means to maintain sustained military efforts capable of altering 

12 The then French Defence Minister, Hervé Morin, stated in 2008: “There are two 
ways to lose sovereignty: disarmament and over-indebtedness”.
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the international context through the use of force13, even when 
this might be legitimate and justified.

Finally, we must mention the post-modern dynamics that have 
replaced the classical modern architectures of the Cold War. 
The EU represents the paradigm of this fluid organisational 
model. Constant normative production and permanent forward 
movement —‘an ever closer union’ or the original in French ‘une 
union sans cesse plus étroite’14— (Treaty of Rome, 1957) attempt 
to compensate for the lack of a constituent demo 15 (Castro, 
2015). The price for these liquid solutions is paid in times of crisis 
when tensions, hidden by good economic performance, come 
to the surface. This is perhaps the reality that the Commission 
was meant to address when it was defined as a ‘geopolitical 
Commission’ in the words of its President, Ursula Von der Leyen, 
in her speech of 10 September 2021.

Autonomy, an ambition, and a necessity...

So much for the context. We Europeans, with ‘invaluable’ external 
help, have not managed to prevent another dead end from forming 
and once again a region of Europe is suffering the scourge of war, 
an endemic disease that we are unable to eradicate. Unlike in 
1914 and 1939, when the epicentre of the war was in Europe, and 
external actors were drawn to it by gravity, external intervention 
appears as a dominant factor in Kosovo in 1999 and in Ukraine in 
2014 and 2022.

The conflict in Ukraine, however, is highlighting the real polarisation 
that is breaking globalisation: polarisation that pits China against 
the United States. This is what former NATO Secretary General 
Javier Solana warns when, with a Braudelian perspective, he 

13 The percentages of Europeans willing to take up arms to defend their country are 
strikingly low, according to recent statistics (see bibliography and references). 
14 The preamble to the Treaty of Rome, the founding Treaty of the European Economic 
Community, contained the objective of achieving a ‘continually closer union’, as follows: 
‘Déterminés á établir les fondements d’une union sans cesse plus étroite’, the English 
translation of which reads ‘to lay the foundations of an ever closer union among the 
peoples of Europe’, a formula that leaves the treaty open to the future, without defining 
the limits of such a union.
15 In the words of Santos Castro, glaringly evident today: ‘And as far as European 
citizens are concerned, the Union has always worked better for the elites than for 
ordinary people, and this gap has constantly manifested itself in making it difficult 
to create a shared and general sense of solidarity and inclusive Europeanism. The 
construction of a European demos is still pending’.
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opens the spotlight and declares in (El Confidencial, 26 June 
2022): ‘The important actor is China, not Russia, although it 
is important for us because it is close, and because there is a 
war with casualties. The most influential factor now is China. 
Relations between China and the rest of the world are the most 
relevant relations we have in the background of all our economic, 
social, political, international life...’. With the centre of gravity 
definitively shifting towards Asia, Europe once again seems to 
be a mere battlefield, the side ring of a circus where others are 
fighting the competition16.

European chancelleries, and Brussels, are not wrong in their 
diagnosis of the situation, and some do not like what they see. 
Europe, until 1989 the economic, cultural, political, and military 
centre of the world, is in certain danger of becoming irrelevant, or 
worse, a satellite. There is a natural impulse to regain influence 
and the ability to decide which issues are in its interests, and 
which decisions are in its best interests. Or in other words, to 
preserve freedom of action and the capacity to act to save not 
just a minimum of independence, but to get out of the quagmire 
in which, at least since 200817, we European citizens have been 
mired.

French researcher Frédéric Mauro defines strategic autonomy, 
using a Buñuelian simile, as ‘that obscure object of desire’ 
(Mauro, 2021): something multifaceted and unattainable. He is 
right. But, as we shall see below, as well as being multifaceted 
and unattainable, it is a concept in constant redefinition. Perhaps 
its first two characteristics derive from the latter. To analyse the 
sentence ‘Europe seeks its strategic autonomy’, the first task 
should be to precisely define the subject (called actorness) and 
then the predicate. The metaphor used by Mauro can be applied 
to both terms of the sentence.

Europe’s quest for security and defence autonomy is fundamentally 
the EU’s hard core. And the political heart of that core is France. 
On this path, the French driving force is being joined by major 
powers in the EU (Germany, Italy, Spain) and many smaller 
countries. The EU, its concept, its institutions, its rules, and its 

16 Indian diplomat Shivshankar Menosn, Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh’s 
national security adviser, also agrees. It is essential to tap the perspectives of other 
actors, and from other regions.
17 Incidentally, because of a financial crisis originating in the United States (A/N).
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members therefore serve as a lever for the interests of its Member 
States, but in a balanced way.

With security and defence residing in the Council alone, one might 
think that the idea of European defence strengthens all Member 
States and guarantees the security of the Union’s citizens. This 
may well be true. But we must not stop there, because the 
Commission has landed with its full impact in this area, so that a 
European defence is not only instrumental from a national point 
of view (especially at political rather than military level), but also 
drives the process of integration. We will see how, in parallel with 
the evolution from a ‘European defence’ to a ‘Europe of defence’, 
or even a ‘European Defence Union’, the concept of strategic 
autonomy has been mutating, with several identifiable steps in 
the process.

How do we approach the autonomy that accompanies the 
integration process? First, we must pinpoint its origin. The first 
mention of the concept can be found in the 1994 French National 
Defence White Paper. Up to five times this document mentions 
the concept of ‘strategic autonomy’, and it does so from a purely 
national perspective. In the context of the end of the Cold War 
(1994), the French government considers options to maintain 
its status as a major nuclear power and its influence on the 
international scene, especially in Europe, at a time when the 
latter has changed radically:

‘D’autre part, une option orientée exclusivement sur des missions 
de maintien de la paix et de l’ordre international. Elle déboucherait 
sur un modèle de « corps expéditionnaire », reposant sur deux 
hypothèses incertaines ou dangereuses : le choix par la nation 
d’une politique interventionniste et l’idée que tout risque de voir 
réapparaître une menace majeure contre l’Europe occidentale 
a disparu. De fait, cette stratégie effacerait progressivement la 
dissuasion nucléaire du concept de défense et conduirait à s’en 
remettre pour notre défense aux seules garanties de l’Alliance 
Atlantique, créant des dépendances contraires au principe de notre 
autonomie stratégique. Seul un modèle équilibré, garantissant 
notre indépendance et permettant notre participation à la 
stabilité internationale paraît à même de répondre aux intérêts 
et ambitions de notre pays dans l’environnement mouvant qui 
caractérise l’ère stratégique nouvelle ‘18.

18 ‘On the other hand, an option exclusively oriented towards peacekeeping missions 
and international order. This would lead to an “expeditionary corps” model, which 
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This is the starting point of the common thread of this mutation 
in the EU, which is destined to give rise, in time, to the Europe of 
Defence. It is important to date the origin of the concept because 
it will carry with it certain genes. The first is that the strategic 
autonomy referred to in the 1994 French Defence White Paper is 
autonomy from the United States and NATO (remember that in 
1994 France did not belong to the Command Structure, and its 
NATO membership was limited to the political level); secondly, 
France was the only nuclear power in Western Europe to balance 
the United Kingdom, which was however a member of the then 
European Economic Community. This France-UK rivalry is a 
marker that should always be considered in matters of European 
security. Brexit in 2016 will be its epitome. These two features 
that characterise French strategic autonomy in 1994 will be 
present to this day.

When the concept goes beyond the national (French) level, it is 
scaled up on a bilateral Franco-British basis. The first step towards 
a certain autonomy (understood as with respect to the United 
States) was taken after the realisation, as mentioned above, of 
the inability of European national armed forces to quell the 1991-
1995 war in Yugoslavia. Aware of this weakness, France and the 
United Kingdom signed the Saint-Malo Declaration in 1998, which 
laid the foundations for the creation of a European Security and 
Defence Policy (ESDP). In this declaration, a first definition of 
(strategic, now European) autonomy is put forward:

‘Afin de pouvoir jouer tout son rôle sur la scène internationale (…) 
l’Union doit avoir des capacités d’action autonome, appuyées par 
une force militaire crédible, avec les moyens de les utiliser et en 
étant prête à le faire afin de répondre aux crises internationales’19.

would rest on two uncertain and dangerous assumptions: the nation’s assumption of 
an interventionist policy and the idea that a greater threat to Western Europe has 
disappeared. In fact, this strategy would progressively remove nuclear deterrence from 
the defence concept and lead to abandoning our defence to the guarantees of the 
Atlantic Alliance alone, creating dependencies contrary to the principle of our strategic 
autonomy. Only a balanced model that guarantees our independence and allows us 
to contribute to international stability seems adequate to respond to our country’s 
interests and ambitions in the volatile environment that characterises this new strategic 
era’ (author’s translation). 
19 ‘In order to be able to play its role on the international stage, the Union must 
have the capacity for autonomous action, supported by a credible military force, with 
the means to use them and the readiness to respond to international crises’ (author’s 
translation).
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The principles of this declaration were in turn endorsed by the 
Member States at the Cologne Summit on 3 and 4 June 1999, as 
follows (Council of the EU, 1999):

‘In pursuit of our Common Foreign and Security Policy objectives 
and the progressive framing of a common defence policy, we 
are convinced that the Council should have the ability to take 
decisions on the full range of conflict prevention and crisis 
management tasks defined in the Treaty on European Union, the 
“Petersberg tasks”. To this end, the Union must have the capacity 
for autonomous action, backed up by credible military forces, 
the means to decide to use them, and a readiness to do so, to 
respond to international crises without prejudice to actions by 
NATO. The EU will thereby increase its ability to contribute to 
international peace and security in accordance with the principles 
of the UN Charter’.

In the post-Yugoslav context, with NATO engaged in Afghanistan 
and the US-led coalition in Iraq, with bad news in both theatres, 
the concept is maturing within the broader concept of a common 
security and defence policy, and not without conditions: 
‘Petersberg tasks’20, without prejudice to NATO and within the 
framework of the UN. Article 42(1) of the Lisbon Treaty (2007) 
states:

“The common security and defence policy is an integral 
part of the common foreign and security policy. It provides 
the Union with operational capacity drawing on civil and 
military assets. The Union may use such assets in tasks 
outside the Union for peacekeeping, conflict prevention and 
strengthening international security in accordance with the 
principles of the United Nations Charter. The performance of 
these tasks is to be undertaken using capabilities provided 
by the Member States”.

However, this declaration must be accompanied by Article 42.7 
which, from the point of view of autonomy, limits the former in 
the following terms:

‘Commitments and cooperation in this area shall be consistent 
with commitments under the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, 
which, for those States which are members of it, remains the 

20 Petersberg tasks, according to Art. 42(1) TEU, are to ensure the maintenance of 
peace, the prevention of conflicts and the strengthening of international security. 



Strategic autonomy: A place in the sun? The historical and political...

87

foundation of their collective defence and the forum for its 
implementation’.

Although the term ‘autonomy’ is not literally mentioned, its 
essence underlies this text, along with other very marked 
features: the volume of these capabilities (which had been sized 
at the Helsinki summit in 1999, and reiterated in 2003), in an 
army corps (60,000 military personnel); the purpose of these 
forces, aimed at managing crises in the Union’s neighbourhood; 
and non-interference with NATO, which of course retains collective 
defence tasks.

Therefore, in 2007, and combining the previous approaches 
(Saint-Malo and the Cologne Council, plus articles 42.1 and 
42.7 of the Lisbon Treaty), we find the first version (1.0) of 
the autonomy sought with a perimeter defined by three lines: 
crisis management (for what?); outside the EU (where?); an 
expeditionary corps of 60,000 soldiers (with what?).

The 2008 financial crisis brought with it a second version of 
strategic autonomy. The defence market is heavily distorted 
on the demand side, which is limited to governments. The 
offer in certain sectors, regions, systems can be as varied as 
the industrial, financial, and technological fabric allows, but the 
customer is always the same: governments. In other words, 
only states buy weapons systems. In an environment such as 
the one that unfolded in 2008, when public coffers were emptied 
and public debt soared, European governments’ priorities shifted 
from defence investment to other needs, primarily the welfare 
state and debt servicing21.

In this situation, the European defence industry, entirely 
dependent on purchases from their respective governments and 
exports (to other governments), was at risk of disappearing. 
The defence industry represents a sector of strategic importance 
for any country, so its survival became a top priority for all 
European governments. Several strategic lines were adopted by 
governments and industry, an inseparable tandem.

One, and a very important one, was the consolidation of the 
sector, which made it possible to adjust costs by searching for 

21 As an example, the ordinary defence budget in Spain fell after 2008, the highest 
year in the historical series, from 12.76 billion euros to 9.01 billion euros in 2016. Each 
Spaniard went from contributing 277 euros per capita per year to 194. 2024. In France, 
the budget decreased from 35.4 billion euros in 2008 to 31.4 billion euros in 2015. 
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financial, industrial, and technological synergies. Another line 
was to boost exports to countries and regions where financial 
reserves were available from commodity exports, which were 
less affected by the derivatives crisis, such as the Gulf region. 
Companies and governments also tried in this direction, with 
major commercial and regulatory actions. But another strategic 
line of action adopted was to diversify demand. Previously absent 
players in the defence market were targeted by governments 
whose defence industry was most at risk, and who had the most 
political traction. This is the case of the European Commission.

Already in 2012, the Conclusions of the Foreign Affairs Council 
of 19 November clearly point to the objective indicated above: a 
consolidated, strong industry and autonomy are two sides of the 
same coin. We can read:

‘The Council reiterates its call to retain and further develop 
military capabilities for sustaining and enhancing the CSDP. 
They underpin the EU’s ability to act as a security provider, 
in the context of a wider comprehensive approach. [...] the 
need for a strong and less fragmented European defence 
industry to sustain and enhance Europe’s military capabilities 
and the EU’s autonomous action’ (Council of the EU, 2012).

In 2013 the Commission, no longer the Council, publishes its 
Communication ‘Towards a more competitive and efficient defence 
and security sector’. This document marks a turning point in 
Europe’s defence and, once again, inextricably links budgetary 
crisis, defence industry and strategic autonomy:

‘The crisis in public spending induces cuts in defence budgets 
which exacerbates the situation, in particular, because they are 
neither co-ordinated nor implemented with regard to common 
strategic objectives’. From 2001 to 2010, EU defence spending 
fell from 251 billion to 194 billion euros. These budget cuts are 
also having a significant impact on the industries that develop 
equipment for our armed forces, with reductions being applied 
to current and future programmes. Cuts particularly affect 
defence R&D investments, which are critical for future capability 
development. Between 2005 and 2010, there was a 14% decrease 
in European R&D budgets, which fell to 9 billion euros, while the 
US alone today spends seven times more on defence R&D than 
the 27 EU Member States combined. Defence budgets are falling 
as the cost of modern capabilities rises. Cost increases that are 
due not only to the long-term trend of increasing technological 
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complexity of defence equipment, but also to the decrease in 
production volumes following the reorganisation and downsizing 
of European armed forces since the end of the Cold War. These 
factors will continue to shape the evolution of defence markets in 
Europe, irrespective of budgetary availabilities...

‘Europe must be able to assume its responsibilities for its own 
security and for international peace and stability in general. 
This necessitates a certain degree of strategic autonomy: to 
be a credible and reliable partner, Europe must be able to 
decide and to act without depending on the capabilities of 
third parties’ (European Commission 2013).

In 2016, the Commission published its ‘Global Strategy for the 
European Union’. It is clear to see how strategic autonomy takes 
centre stage and attracts the spotlight:

‘The Strategy nurtures the ambition of strategic autonomy for 
the European Union. This is necessary to promote the common 
interests of our citizens, as well as our principles and values. 
Yet we know that such priorities are best served when we are 
not alone. And they are best served in an international system 
based on rules and on multilateralism. This is no time for global 
policemen and lone warriors. Our foreign and security policy must 
handle global pressures and local dynamics, it has to cope with 
super-powers as well as with increasingly fractured identities. 
[…] An appropriate level of ambition and strategic autonomy 
is important for Europe’s ability to promote peace and security 
within and beyond its borders. We will therefore enhance our 
efforts on defence, cyber, counterterrorism, energy, and strategic 
communications [...] A sustainable, innovative and competitive 
European defence industry is essential for Europe’s strategic 
autonomy and for a credible CSDP’.

It adds forebodingly:

‘... We will invest in regional orders, and in cooperation among 
and within regions [...] So we will invest in win-win solutions 
and move beyond the illusion that international politics can 
be a zero-sum game...’ (European Commission, 2016).

Essential paragraphs written in 2016 that are worth re-reading 
over and over again.

In this pas à deux between the Commission and the Council in 
the realisation of a Europe of defence, it will be the latter that will 
declare in its implementation plan for the Global Strategy:
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‘The Council is determined to strengthen the Union’s capacity 
to act as a guarantor of security and to reinforce the Common 
Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) as an essential element 
of the Union’s external action. This will strengthen its overall 
strategic role and its capacity to act autonomously when and 
where necessary and with other partners where possible’ 
(Council of the EU, 2016).

The 2.0 version of the concept of strategic autonomy is served.

The next version of this strategic autonomy incorporates a 
fundamental factor to be considered and which represents a 
‘qualitative leap’: its legal force. It does so through Article 3.1 of 
the European Fund Regulation, adopted in June 2021.

‘The general objective of the Fund is to foster the 
competitiveness, efficiency and innovation capacity of the 
European defence technological and industrial base, thus 
contributing to the strategic autonomy of the Union and its 
freedom of action…’ (EU Parliament and Council, 2021).

From now on, the content of this autonomy and its scope can be 
argued in the Court of Justice of the EU in relation to whether the 
objectives of the regulation have been met (Mauro, 2021). It can 
be said that version 3.0 is version 2.0 with added legal burden.

We cannot overlook that this post-Brexit interpretation, which 
enshrines the EU’s willingness to act ‘within and beyond its 
borders’ was greeted with displeasure by some Eastern European 
countries, led by Poland, as well as by the Baltics and the Nordics, 
who took over from the British in their pro-Atlantic reticence. 
These countries, more directly concerned by the Russian attitude, 
branded not this version, but the whole concept, as being of 
French origin (Mauro, 2021). And in this they are right, as we 
have already seen. This version of strategic autonomy carries 
over the markers outlined above but updated and adapted to 
the new actor (no longer France, but the EU): it is autonomy 
vis-à-vis a US-led NATO (remember: ‘This is no time for global 
policemen’), despite the necessary rhetoric. It is not a subsidiary 
or complementary autonomy. The aim is for the EU to be able to 
act within its borders as well, which apparently overlaps with the 
pillar for Europe’s collective defence, the Atlantic Alliance.

The response of the countries most closely linked to the 
United States is having an effect, and in his work to harmonise 
sensibilities, Josep Borrell stated in December 2020:
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“If I have approached the issue of strategic autonomy at 
some length under the political-military prism, it is because 
this is, as I recognised from the beginning, the most sensitive 
dimension of the problem.

However, it is not the only one because the stakes of strategic 
autonomy are not limited to security and defence. They 
apply to a wide range of issues including trade, finance, and 
investments. Whereas in trade, the EU is already strategically 
autonomous, when it comes to finance and investment work 
remains to be done22”.

“If I have approached the issue of strategic autonomy at 
some length under the political-military prism, it is because 
this is, as I recognised from the beginning, the most sensitive 
dimension of the problem. However, it is not the only one 
because the stakes of strategic autonomy are not limited 
to security and defence. They apply to a wide range of 
issues including trade, finance, and investments. Whereas 
in trade, the EU is already strategically autonomous, when 
it comes to finance and investment work remains to be 
done”.

Extending the boundaries dilutes the term. As we will see below, 
strategic autonomy is moving out of the security and defence 
domain and overflowing. There is a latent danger in this new 
approach: autonomy in all these domains (trade, finance, 
investment... to which industry should be added) can be 
interpreted as a call not for autonomy, but for autarchy through 
protectionism. The EU was created precisely to avoid this. Aware 
of this risk, in May 2021, the concept of ‘open strategic autonomy’ 
emerged, which Commissioner for Competition Margrethe 
Vestager defined as follows:

‘A balance between strengthening our own capacity in 
strategic areas and ensuring that the EU reinforces its 
position in global value chains by diversifying external trade 
and co-operating with our international partners. This is what 

22 Josep Borrell’s blog. Entry on 3 December 2020. “If I have approached the issue 
of strategic autonomy at some length under the political-military prism, it is because 
this is, as I recognised from the beginning, the most sensitive dimension of the 
problem. However, it is not the only one because the stakes of strategic autonomy 
are not limited to security and defence. They apply to a wide range of issues including 
trade, finance, and investments. Whereas in trade, the EU is already strategically 
autonomous”.
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open strategic autonomy is about. (European Commission, 
2021a)23‘.

We can consider this diluted autonomy as the 4.0 version of the 
concept. Moreover, it would seem to be favoured by European 
authorities (Mauro, 2021), even in the very long term, because 
it is the version that has been carried over to the ‘2021 Strategic 
Foresight Report. The EU’s capacity and freedom to act’, 
September 2021. In it, we can read:

‘Openness, as well as rules-based international and multilateral 
cooperation, are strategic choices. They stimulate prosperity, 
fairness, stability, competitiveness, and dynamism within 
the EU and beyond. The history of the European project 
demonstrates the benefits of well-managed interdependence 
and open strategic autonomy based on shared values’,

and adds:

‘This Communication underpins a shared long-term vision 
of the EU’s open strategic autonomy on the path towards 
2050, highlighting the need for increased coherence across 
time horizons and between the domestic and external policy 
agenda across ten areas of action’ (European Commission, 
2021b).

Of the 10 areas of action defined in this foresight report, only one 
is dedicated to defence. It seems clear that by September 2021, 
strategic autonomy was being diluted in a broader context that 
evidenced the existence of different souls within the EU, not only 
geographically, but also on the path to integration. Indeed, in the 
15 September 2021 State of the Union address by Commission 
President Ursula Von der Leyen (European Commission, 2021c), 
strategic autonomy is not mentioned at any point. But also, and 
importantly, the publication of the Strategic Compass, a document 
that had been in preparation at least since the beginning of last 
year, is moving forward.

Until the autumn of 2021, therefore, we find ourselves with a 
strategic autonomy that is constantly evolving, ‘multifaceted and 
unattainable’ and that constitutes the ‘wallpaper’ of a European 
Union that is seeking to adapt to a time that is very different 

23 ‘The point is that we need to strike a careful balance. A balance between 
strengthening our own capacity in strategic areas and ensuring that the EU reinforces 
its position in global value chains by diversifying external trade and co-operating with 
our international partners. This is what open strategic autonomy is about’.
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from the time in which it was born as the EEC in 1957. Autonomy 
was presented as the best opportunity to avoid irrelevance in a 
context of great power competition, or in other words, latent war. 
As we have already mentioned, latent wars break out sooner or 
later.

As a foreseeable, and who knows if inevitable or intended, 
consequence of the process initiated in Ukraine in 2014, the 
Russian army invaded the neighbouring country on 24 February 
2022. This invasion served, in the words of EEAS members24, as 
a catalyst for the publication of a document that had long been in 
the making. Thus, on 21 March of this year, the Council approved 
the roadmap that aims to guide the EU’s steps over the next 10 
years: ‘A Strategic Compass for strengthening EU security and 
defence in the next decade’.

The Strategic Compass corrects the perceived trend since 2021 of 
diluting the concept into a more global approach. Somehow, the 
EU suddenly perceives that the approach maintained since 1998 
needs to be revived to cope with growing (in)security in Europe 
and the world. Looking for the common thread in the process of 
implementing the Europe of Defence, strategic autonomy, we find 
that the Compass does indeed aim to reinforce it:

‘The strength of our Union lies in unity, solidarity and determination. 
This Strategic Compass will enhance the EU’s strategic autonomy 
and its ability to work with partners to safeguard its values and 
interests. A stronger and more capable EU in security and defence 
will contribute positively to global and transatlantic security and 
is complementary to NATO, which remains the foundation of 
collective defence for its members. The two aspects go hand in 
hand’.

In addition to echoing the conflict in Ukraine —’Russia’s 
unprovoked and unjustified aggression against Ukraine’ (Council 
of the EU, 2022a)— and recording the cohesion of all Member 
States in rejecting the Russian invasion, the Strategic Compass 
represents a focused growth of the concept of strategic autonomy 
and goes beyond this open strategic autonomy.

It does what all compasses do: sets a course and closes the focus. 
In doing so, it introduces new factors into resolving the problem 

24 Hosted under Chatham House rules, in the context of the Conference on ‘The Future 
of Defence and Security in the Context of the European Union’. Instituto Universitario 
Gutiérrez Mellado, Madrid, 6 April 2022 (A/N).
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we diagnosed at the beginning: the role the EU wants to play in 
international politics. In other words, it provides us with another 
version of strategic autonomy. Its features are:

The first is the EU’s complementarity with NATO, adopting a 
subsidiarity role in collective defence, which it leaves to NATO: 
‘... which remains the foundation of collective defence for its 
members...’ (Council of the EU, 2022b), but does not renounce 
full autonomy: ‘We need to be able to act rapidly and robustly 
whenever a crisis erupts, with partners if possible and alone 
when necessary...’ (Council of the EU, 2022c). This trait can be 
described as flexibility.

Secondly, it recovers the momentum (indeed, in an economic 
scenario with dark clouds on the horizon) given to the industrial 
and technological vector in 2013: ‘We need to invest more and 
better in capabilities and innovative technologies, fill strategic 
gaps and reduce technological and industrial dependencies...’. 
Economic realism at its best! This statement represents the 
recognition that the defence market is market by definition, and 
that the words protectionism or autarchy lose their pejorative 
value when it comes to defence and security.

Third, and this is particularly noteworthy, the EU refuses to 
accept as good the geopolitical environment in which we find 
ourselves and which, in one way or another, we have not been 
able to neutralise in time (despite a clear warning against it in 
the 2016 Global Strategy). This is what emerges from a firm 
commitment to rebuilding the security architecture whose failure, 
as we pointed out at the beginning, is what has brought us to this 
point:

“We need to strengthen our cooperation with partners to address 
common threats and challenges. To that end, we will:

1. Reinforce strategic partnerships with NATO and the UN 
through more structured political dialogues as well as 
operational and thematic cooperation. We will also increase 
our cooperation with regional partners, including the OSCE, 
AU and ASEAN.

2. Boost cooperation with bilateral partners that share the 
same values and interests such as United States, Norway, 
Canada, UK and Japan. Develop tailored partnerships in the 
Western Balkans, our eastern and southern neighbourhood, 
Africa, Asia and Latin America.
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3. Develop an EU Security and Defence Partnership Forum to 
work more closely and effectively with partners to address 
common challenges...’ (Council of the EU, 2022d). We are 
therefore talking about a multilateralist strategic autonomy.

Fourthly, and as is appropriate at a time like the present, 
the Compass outlines a ‘common strategic vision’. Different 
perceptions of the security environment and its actors are put 
aside for the sake of the common goal.

‘... Concretely it:

 – Provides a shared assessment of our strategic environment, 
the threats and challenges we face and their implications for 
the EU.

 – Brings greater coherence and a common sense of purpose to 
actions in the area of security and defence that are already 
underway.

 – Sets out new actions and means to:

 o enable us to act more quickly and decisively when facing 
crises;

 o secure our interests and protect our citizens by strengthening 
the EU’s capacity to anticipate and mitigate threats;

 o stimulate investments and innovation to jointly develop the 
necessary capabilities and technologies;

 o deepen our cooperation with partners, notably the UN and 
NATO, to achieve common goals.

4. Specifies clear targets and milestones to measure progress” 
(Council of the EU, 2022e).

The autonomy the EU wants to strengthen is a cohesive autonomy.

Finally, from a military perspective, the new orientation set out 
in the document places less emphasis on volume, and more on 
speed, agility, sustainability and, most importantly, intelligence 
and command and control, with nods to multi-domain:

 – ‘...Develop an EU Rapid Deployment Capacity that will allow 
us to swiftly deploy up to 5000 troops into non-permissive 
environments for different types of crises.

 – Strengthen our command and control structures, in particular 
the Military Planning and Conduct Capability, and increase 
our readiness and cooperation through enhancing military 
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mobility and regular live exercises, in particular for the Rapid 
Deployment Capacity....

 – (...) Boost our intelligence capacities, such as the EU Single 
Intelligence and Analysis Capacity (SIAC) framework to 
enhance our situational awareness and strategic foresight.

 – Create an EU Hybrid Toolbox that brings together different 
instruments to detect and respond to a broad range of hybrid 
threats. In this context, we will develop a dedicated toolbox 
to address foreign information manipulation and interference.

 – Further develop the EU Cyber Defence Policy to be better 
prepared for and respond to cyberattacks; strengthen our 
actions in the maritime, air and space domains, notably 
by expanding the Coordinated Maritime Presences to other 
areas, starting with the Indo- Pacific, and by developing an 
EU Space Strategy for security and defence...’ (Council of the 
EU, 2022f).

The EU seeks logistically viable and sustainable military autonomy, 
moderate in volume and with high added value. There is no doubt 
that the Strategic Compass brings back the concept of autonomy, 
and it does so by offering us what we could call its 5.0 version. 
Probably not the last.

To sum up, the concept of strategic autonomy is the real thread 
running through the process of building a Europe of Defence, i.e., 
a European ecosystem of its own in which internal and external 
actors provide the Union with international influence, security for 
the EU and prosperity for its citizens. There is no more useful 
concept to describe this process, and in turn this process is not 
comprehensible if it is not accompanied by that mutant, mutable, 
and apparently elusive goal of strategic autonomy.

Three problems, two solutions, one challenge...

We have identified up to five different interpretations of what we 
mean by strategic autonomy. These five versions are moments 
in the evolution of the same impulse, the need to endow the 
EU with a dimension that was not present in its original genetic 
code: defence. This process also highlights the tension within the 
EU between its different souls, a diversity that is both a strength 
and a vulnerability in security matters. Against the very powerful 
military, technological, economic, and industrial capabilities of its 
Member States, which benefit from a competitive environment, 
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there are different sensitivities regarding the role that the EU 
itself should play in the European —and global— security system. 
We must recall that until recently Denmark —which joined the 
EEC alongside the UK— did not participate in the CSDP, citing 
duplication with NATO (EEAS, 2022).

These sensitivities are dictated by geography and history. Three 
major security problems have been identified in Europe since the 
end of World War II: the age-old confrontation between France 
and Germany for continental hegemony; the westward expansion 
of the USSR; and more recently, in the last two decades, pressure 
from the southern neighbourhood. They are all different in nature, 
but they all converge on the continent and affect it integrally 
(principle of indivisibility of security).

The EU was originally —as the European Coal and Steel Community, 
ECSC first (1950), and later as the European Economic Community 
and the European Atomic Energy Community, EURATOM (1957)— 
a geo-economic solution to the first of the problems: the Franco-
German confrontation, which in 70 years had had three brutal 
episodes of war25. The EEC and EURATOM plus German partition 
(a tool used by the USSR to neutralise Germany) solved the 
problem in an apparently irreversible way, albeit at the high price 
of leaving half of Germany behind the Iron Curtain.

In 1989, German unification rescued East Germany from 
communism, but resurrected old ghosts in Paris and London 
that forced Mitterrand’s France and Thatcher’s UK to react. The 
product of this reaction is today’s EU (born out of the 2007 Treaty 
of Lisbon) and monetary union. Sharing a currency neutralises 
any German defence autonomy outside the EU environment. The 
Euro —the post-industrial version of coal and steel— has reburied 
the Franco-German problem under a geo-economic slab from 
which it is almost impossible to escape.

However, the EU has mutated in the process and is not entirely 
recognisable from its origins. In fact, until the fall of the Wall and 
the collapse of the USSR, the EU showed a concentric growth of 
centripetal integration towards a ‘heavy core’ whose specific mass 
was progressively attracting geographically peripheral countries. 
This core is made up of the strongest elements, France, and 
Germany, in a possible symbiosis: broadly speaking, France is 

25 Franco-Prussian War of 1870-71, World War I and World War II.
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the military power (a P5)26 and Germany the economic engine. 
Around this core and the other four founding countries of the EEC 
(Benelux plus Italy), the other Member States have been grouped 
in concentric layers until reaching that iconic year: 1989.

However, after the collapse of the USSR and the dissolution of the 
Warsaw Pact (and COMECON), the EU embarked on a model of 
expansion that is not concentric —and centripetal— but linear to 
the East. Many of the countries that had been within the Soviet 
sphere were integrated, and the distribution of military, economic 
and diplomatic power changed... As a result, divergent interests 
multiplied. As of 2007, the EU changes its architecture from being 
a geometrically stable organisation by design to one that needs 
continuous forward movement to maintain its stability, a ‘bicycle’ 
organisation to manage change, and one that indefinitely pursues 
further integration. This configuration reveals geographically 
and historically disparate souls; their harmonisation is the EU’s 
greatest challenge today and in the future. Familiar centrifugal 
tendencies emerge.

The second security problem in Europe is the problem on the 
West-East geostrategic axis. At one end is Washington and, 
until 1989, the other end was anchored in Berlin (with a very 
important branch to Ankara). NATO emerged in 1949 to solve 
the problem posed by the USSR. Its undisguised purpose was, as 
Lord Ismay, its first Secretary General, famously defined it: “Keep 
the Russians out, the Americans in, and the Germans down”27. 
NATO therefore had, has, and will have a vocation to articulate 
this transatlantic space whose eastern end coincides with the 
Asian peninsula we call Europe. True to this vocation, NATO has, 
whenever possible, extended its axis so that its eastern edge has 
shifted from Berlin to Warsaw. In this logic, the Alliance interprets 
the current crisis in Ukraine as a replay of the original conflict that 
gave birth to it. Having solved the German term (... Germans 
down) it is necessary to solve the other two (Keep the Russians 
out, the Americans in...). It is impossible to escape one’s genes, 
or as the French proverb at the top of these lines says: ‘chassez 
le naturel, il revient au galop’.

The intersection, the bolt that held these two platforms —
the concentric EU and linear NATO— together was the UK. To 
understand what is happening in Europe today, including in 

26 Permanent member of the United Nations Security Council.
27 Keep the Russians out, the Americans in, and the Germans down. 
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Ukraine, it is crucial to understand the role the UK has played in 
its different models of engagement with the EU. The UK never 
wanted to integrate into the Franco-German core because it 
is contrary to its traditional position as an off-shore balancer 
(Mearsheimer and Walt 2016), i.e., a power that balances any 
instability between the two continental powers. Aware of the 
British spirit, France did not want the UK to do so either, so it was 
not until General de Gaulle left the Elysée that the United Kingdom 
(plus Denmark and Ireland) joined the EEC (1973). During the 
43 years that the UK has remained within the European family 
its attitude has not changed: distrust of the EU’s hard core and 
using France as a proxy (it is physically and has been politically) 
in the historic task of preventing the re-emergence of a strong 
and autonomous Germany. The euro, of which France is part and 
the UK not, is the most obvious evidence of this position. The UK 
has been the biggest obstacle to the EU developing autonomous 
defence and security capabilities or, in other words, to building on 
its geoeconomic power to become a geopolitical power.

The configuration of the EU outlined in the Treaty of Lisbon 
has generated tensions that have split the bolt: Brexit. In 
2016, the UK decided to leave the EU and that (great) weight 
that reluctantly orbited around the EU’s Franco-German hard 
core and weighed it down both on the road to autonomy —the 
French concept— and to integration —Germany’s above all— was 
definitively disengaged. The effect is one of imbalance in Europe 
as the dominant dimension is no longer concentric but linear, with 
the sensitivities of the large Eastern European countries playing 
a greater role.

This geopolitical, complex, not exclusively economic movement 
that is Brexit, and which generates profoundly destabilising 
waves, can be better understood if we listen to the argument of 
one of its most active advocates, intellectual Peter Hitchens. In a 
famous speech at Keele University in November 2015, Hitchens 
argued that “The EU is the continuation of Germany by other 
means” (Hitchens, 2015). In other words, Brexit (according to 
its supporters) is about keeping ‘the Americans in Europe, the 
Russians out of Europe, and the Germans down in Europe’. Brexit 
is proving to be a serious problem for stability on the European 
continent (and for the UK itself, with the Scottish and Irish 
problems once again open, not to mention domestic politics). It 
is also a problem for the United States, which has been forced to 
react primarily through NATO.
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The invasion of Ukraine alerts us to the fact that Europe’s major 
security problems remain the same as when the two political 
ecosystems (NATO and the EU) that should have solved them 
were created. But as problems evolve over time, ‘tragedies 
become dramas...’. As far as the Franco-German problem is 
concerned, the outcome can be described as very positive: the 
EU has made it possible for this centuries-old rivalry to be largely 
resolved, on a Franco-German initiative, to which the euro bears 
witness. This solution was met with a passive attitude by the UK 
(one might think that the Franco-German problem never seemed 
to have been a British problem). The West-East problem, which 
could be summed up as guaranteeing the security of all European 
countries (the principle of indivisible security), is clearly far from 
being solved, and worse still, the prospects for the future are poor. 
What was for decades a stable security architecture has become 
a stressed structure where frictions are evident, dangerous as a 
dry mountain in summer. The spark is out, and the fire is far from 
extinguished.

Well, with the EU and NATO superimposed on the same geostrategic 
West-East axis, focused on the same problem (yesterday the 
USSR, today Russia) friction and disorientation are inevitable, and 
cooperation is therefore essential (Pontijas, 2018). As the global 
context flows, a third problem has appeared on the radar over the 
past three decades for which the EU could be the natural solution: 
the problem of the South. The EU’s southern neighbourhood —
the Mediterranean, Africa, the Middle East— is a very dangerous 
theatre for European security and stability, where the EU can test 
its autonomy and achieve synergies among its Member States, 
while addressing a regional problem of global scope. Focusing 
the Compass southwards, cooperation between the EU, Member 
States and with NATO should bring resources and political will. 
The flexibility displayed by the Strategic Compass is good news 
in this regard, especially when the war drums die down in Eastern 
Europe.

But tensions within the EU are not limited to geography, nor 
to its geostrategic axes of orientation. We have seen how the 
Europes genetically present in the Union’s DNA also influence 
the development of this Europe of Defence, inevitable in an arid 
environment of great power competition. The ‘Europe of the 
merchants’, the ‘Europe of the bankers’, the ‘Europe of the jurists’ 
claim fidelity to the founding principles of the EEC. This translates 
into a dilution of Europe’s defence in a broader framework in 



Strategic autonomy: A place in the sun? The historical and political...

101

which it undoubtedly loses relevance. We call this problem ‘the 
defence challenge’.

Perhaps the European Defence Union called for by the Commission 
president in her State of the Union address (European Commission, 
2021b) can be identified with another new label: the ‘Europe of 
the military, diplomats and scientists’.

We end with a series of reflections. Firstly, the EU cannot 
disengage from the rest of Europe, nor from its Northern (Arctic), 
Eastern or Western neighbourhoods —Northern Ireland, Gibraltar 
or the AUKUS are there to remind us of this— but it is not on this 
axis that it can add most value. Where it can and should have 
the most impact is by focusing on the Southern neighbourhood 
(Africa, Mediterranean, Middle East). As set out in the Strategic 
Compass: ‘European security is indivisible and any challenge to 
the European security order affects the security of the EU and 
its Member States’ (Council of the EU, 2022g). This indivisibility, 
which may be definitively broken for the next generation, requires 
the EU as the first to be affected and harmed, to exercise self-
assertion, a correct reading of its interests and policies that serve 
them. That is the true meaning of the adjective geopolitical which 
President Von del Leyen claimed for her Commission.

Secondly, the concept of strategic autonomy has accompanied the 
European Union in one form or another since the end of the Cold 
War, when it seemed that a ‘happy 90s’ awaited us , until we saw 
on television how Yugoslavia was blown up (and, by the way, we 
read in the press how a civil war broke out in Algeria, next door, 
which lasted 15 years, and to which we paid almost no attention). 
The absence of a constituent demo presents two design problems: 
on the one hand, it forces the forging of an identity in a permanent, 
fluid, constantly moving, evolving manner; and on the other hand, 
there is no mandate in the field of security and defence (beyond the 
decisions of the Council and the Commission). For both reasons, 
Europe cannot afford to abandon the concept of strategic autonomy, 
nor dilute it to make it meaningless. The EU will necessarily have to 
continue to develop versions of the concept of strategic autonomy; 
multifaceted and elusive, yes, but necessary.

Thirdly, two features should be present in this Sisyphean task 
of the integration process: internally, the real construction of a 
‘Europe of defence’, not in a subsidiary capacity, but as a central 
ecosystem in the fabric of the Union where military, diplomats 
and scientists contribute to the integration project and to keeping 
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Europe safe, looking after its interests and those of its citizens. 
And externally, prioritising the North-South geostrategic axis 
over any other. Other axes are already being dealt with.

In short, the EU can be defined as a solution in search of a problem. 
There is no shortage of problems (West-East, North-South, etc.), 
nor of challenges (European defence and integration), but what 
we can ask ourselves is whether there is the ‘strategic wisdom’ 
to solve our own problem, and not try to solve someone else’s. 
Only in this way, by stealing the shadow of other actors, can the 
European Union find its place in the sun.
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Chapter Three

Common Defence Policy
Carlos Frías Sánchez

Introduction

Defence policy can be defined as (Geneva Centre for Security 
Sector Governance, 2015):

‘a series of guidelines, principles and frameworks that link 
theory (National Security Policy) to action (Defence Planning, 
Management and Implementation). Just like an instruction 
manual, the purpose of defence policy is to ensure things are 
done in a certain manner to attain certain objectives all the 
while respecting certain rules. Building integrity measures 
and good governance principles are crucial in this phase’.

Defence policy is part of the broader concept of ‘national 
security policy’ or ‘national security strategy’. It ranges 
from defence planning (including threat assessment) and 
defence management, which are steps towards the practical 
implementation of defence policy, to actual command and 
control. The lines separating all these concepts or phases are 
often blurred in practice. Defence policy generally ranges from 
the ends to the means of achieving national defence objectives 
and is governed by the codes and principles that fall under the 
umbrella of ‘national security policy’.
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Any action requires three elements: will, capacity and knowledge. 
The Common Defence Policy is no exception, and its organisation 
and operation require building the necessary structures and 
equipping itself with the appropriate means to address these 
three aspects.

The first of these, the will, translates into the need to define 
and articulate decision-making procedures, but also to have the 
structures necessary to plan and conduct military operations, i.e., 
to have a Command & Control (C2) system, articulated through a 
series of headquarters (including their staff, facilities, equipment 
and procedures) and means of transmission.

The second, capability, implies the need for the military capabilities 
necessary to execute operations for which there is the will to do 
so. These capacities can vary widely and depend on the type of 
operation.

The third, knowledge, has two aspects: an accurate appreciation 
of the situation (intelligence, in the military sense of the term, 
which can be defined as ‘the product resulting from processing 
of information concerning foreign nations, hostile or potentially 
hostile forces or elements, or areas of actual or potential 
operations’, (NATO, 2013), which requires elements capable of 
acquiring such information, together with organisations capable 
of interpreting and exploiting it; and a second aspect linked to the 
instruction and training of personnel responsible for executing 
the possible military operations to be carried out.

EU states often have a long military tradition. Some have been 
the most militarily competent power on the planet at some 
point in history (e.g., Spain and France). Thus, in theory, they 
should have the three elements mentioned above: will, capacity 
and knowledge. However, US hegemony after World War II led 
to European states being increasing dependent on US military 
capabilities, gradually losing key aspects of some of these 
elements. Thus, France —arguably the most militarily capable 
of the current EU Member States— is in dire need of US support 
for its Barkhane operation in the Sahel, in critical areas such 
as intelligence, strategic transport and in-flight refuelling 
(Delaporte, 2020).

Likewise, the collegiate nature of the European Union, the need 
for consensus in decision-making and the divergent perspectives, 
strategic culture and interests of its Member States make 
decision-making very slow, and the chances of deadlock very 
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high. Consequently, the first of the above-mentioned elements, 
the will, faces major difficulties.

In any case, as we shall see, the European Union is gradually 
creating bodies or procedures to implement the three elements 
mentioned: will, capacity and knowledge.

The Common Defence Policy in the Treaties of the European 
Union (Council of the European Union, 2016b)

Although attempts to develop a common defence policy go back 
much further (the 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam -Council of the 
European Union, 1997- already provided for military missions, the 
so-called ‘Petersberg-type operations’), the Treaty on European 
Union and the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, 
the consolidated versions of which were adopted in 2016, are the 
general framework governing the Union today.

Section 2 of the Treaty on European Union focuses on the issue of 
the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP). This section sets 
out the general framework within which a common defence policy 
for the European Union can be developed. It runs from Articles 42 
to 46, as well as Protocol 10 to the Treaties on the European Union 
and on the Functioning of the European Union, which elaborates on 
the concept of ‘permanent structured cooperation’ set out in Article 
42(6), the first article referring to the CFSP. Article 42(1) states that:

“The common security and defence policy is an integral 
part of the common foreign and security policy. It provides 
the Union with operational capacity drawing on civil and 
military assets. The Union may use such assets in tasks 
outside the Union for peace-keeping, conflict prevention and 
strengthening international security in accordance with the 
principles of the United Nations Charter. The performance of 
these tasks is to be undertaken using capabilities provided 
by the Member States”.

In other words, the CFSP is another European Union foreign 
policy tool, and it may be implemented with military or civilian 
means, or both.

The next section of this article distinguishes the Common Defence 
Policy (CSDP) from the broader field of CFSP:

‘The common security and defence policy shall include the 
progressive framing of a common Union defence policy. 
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This will lead to a common defence when the European 
Council, acting unanimously, so decides. It shall in that case 
recommend to the Member States the adoption of such a 
decision in accordance with their respective constitutional 
requirements’.

Consequently, the Union’s possible common defence policy 
should be treated separately from the broader field of security. 
However, as it falls within the CFSP, its implementation, according 
to paragraph 1 of this Article, may be entrusted to both civilian 
and military means.

The first two paragraphs of this Article 42 are intended to set out 
the general framework within which the CFSP will be developed. 
However, it cites several concepts that are not defined in the 
Treaty. It is therefore questionable whether the concept of 
‘defence’ is understood in the same way by all Member States, as 
there is no agreed definition.

Another important aspect of how the CSDP is dealt with in the 
Treaty is the restrictive decision-making system: actions in the 
field of defence are adopted unanimously by Council members 
(according to Article 42(2) of the Treaty on European Union), 
even for amending treaties (as provided for in Article 48(7), which 
excludes the CSDP from possible decision-making by qualified 
majority in simplified review procedures), as well as specifically 
excluding the possibility of adopting the qualified majority 
decision-making procedure for structured cooperation in the field 
of the CSDP (Article 333(3) of the Treaty on the Functioning of 
the European Union), with the exception of members’ will to join 
or withdraw from the mechanism, which is approved by qualified 
majority (Article 46(2) to (5) of the Treaty on European Union).

‘Permanent structured cooperation’ in the field of CSDP

To make more rapid progress towards the implementation of the 
CSDP, Article 42 of the Treaty on European Union opens up the 
possibility for Member States to join the mechanism known as 
‘permanent structured cooperation’, which is dealt with in more 
detail in Article 46 and in the aforementioned Protocol 10. Member 
States which so wish are essentially committed to developing 
their defence capabilities, both at national level and in terms of 
participation in the Union’s defence activities (contribution to 
the creation of multinational forces in the service of the Union, 
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participation in European capability development programmes 
and in the activities of the European Defence Agency). They must 
therefore conform to the defence spending targets set by the 
Union, promote interoperability among their military forces (by 
offering the possibility of pooling some critical capabilities, or even 
specialising their national forces in certain areas so that they are 
complementary to those of other Member States), improve their 
force projection capabilities and participate in European Defence 
Agency programmes.

Protocol 10 also establishes conditions for national contributions 
to these multinational forces: the need to have, individually or 
by groups of nations, combat units in Battlegroup configuration, 
with the necessary support, available for between 5 and 30 days 
and sustainable for a period of between 30 and 120 days. The 
missions envisaged for these multinational forces are set out 
in Article 43 (disarmament, humanitarian and rescue missions, 
military advice and assistance missions, conflict prevention 
and peacekeeping and crisis management missions, including 
peacemaking missions and post-conflict stabilisation operations).

EU-NATO CSDP relations

The Treaty devotes specific paragraphs to relations with NATO. 
Thus, paragraph two of Art. 42(2) states that:

‘the policy of the Union in accordance with this Section 
shall not prejudice the specific character of the security and 
defence policy of certain Member States and shall respect 
the obligations of certain Member States, which see their 
common defence realised in the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organisation (NATO), under the North Atlantic Treaty and 
be compatible with the common security and defence policy 
established within that framework’.

At first glance, the Treaty might appear to recognise NATO’s 
primacy over CSDP activities. However, a careful reading reveals 
that this primacy is not such, but rather a reservation intended to 
reassure Member States that believe their membership of NATO 
is the best guarantee of their security, and that Europe’s defence 
should be entrusted primarily to the Atlantic Alliance. However, 
the wording of the paragraph opens the possibility that some 
states do not consider their common defence to be conducted 
within NATO, as would be the case with Austria or Ireland (non-
NATO members of the Union), but the wording opens the door to 
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the possibility that some NATO and EU Member States could give 
priority to CSDP over common defence activities stemming from 
NATO membership.

Protocol 10 underlines the validity of the ‘single set of forces’ 
principle. Although the Treaty does not explain exactly what this 
principle refers to, other EU documents clearly frame it in terms 
of EU-NATO cooperation (European Parliament, 2020). In other 
words, the military and civilian forces and assets of Member States 
belonging to both organisations are unique and can participate in 
EU CSDP or in any NATO activity. Obviously, participation in a given 
operation (NATO or EU) precludes simultaneous participation in 
any activity of the other organisation. As we shall see, this is one 
of the most problematic points in the relations between the two 
organisations.

In any case, paragraph two of Article 42(7) states that:

‘Commitments and cooperation in this area [the CSDP] shall 
be consistent with commitments under the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organisation, which, for those States which are 
members of it, remains the foundation of their collective 
defence and the forum for its implementation’.

In other words, the Treaty clearly establishes NATO’s primacy 
in collective defence matters for the Member States of both 
organisations.

Industrial aspects: the European Defence Agency

The Treaty places a strong emphasis on mainly industrial 
aspects: Art. 45 focuses on the European Defence Agency (EDA), 
established in July 2004 (Council of the European Union, 2004b). 
According to the Treaty on European Union, the EDA is endowed 
with very wide-ranging powers, in accordance with Art. 42(3):

‘The Agency in the field of defence capabilities development, 
research, acquisition and armaments (hereinafter referred to 
as “the European Defence Agency”) shall identify operational 
requirements, shall promote measures to satisfy those 
requirements, shall contribute to identifying and, where 
appropriate, implementing any measure needed to strengthen 
the industrial and technological base of the defence sector, 
shall participate in defining a European capabilities and 
armaments policy, and shall assist the Council in evaluating 
the improvement of military capabilities’.
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Identifying ‘operational requirements’ is tantamount to putting 
the European Defence Agency in the position of determining 
defence planning as a whole: indeed, it is impossible to identify 
‘operational requirements’ without addressing issues such as the 
analysis of potential threats, the doctrine of force employment, 
the articulation of units to arrive at the step of defining the 
technical characteristics and the number of platforms needed to 
implement these doctrines. It is this last part, the most industrial 
part, that is the focus of Art. 45, especially points b), c) d) and e) 
of its first paragraph, which, also seems a much more logical role.

The Treaty on European Union introduces the concept of a 
European capabilities and armaments policy (Art. 42(3)) and 
establishes a link between the CSDP and other Union policies by 
requiring the EDA and the Commission to cooperate closely where 
necessary (Art. 45(2)), especially in the research, industrial and 
space aspects of Union policies.

Common defence in treaties

The cornerstone of the Atlantic Alliance, which justifies its 
existence, is Article 5 of the Washington Treaty (NATO, 2008):

‘The Parties agree that an armed attack against one or more 
of them in Europe or North America shall be considered an 
attack against them all and consequently they agree that, if 
such an armed attack occurs, each of them, in exercise of 
the right of individual or collective self-defence recognised by 
Article 51 of the Charter of the United Nations, will assist the 
Party or Parties so attacked by taking forthwith, individually 
and in concert with the other Parties, such action as it deems 
necessary, including the use of armed force, to restore and 
maintain the security of the North Atlantic area. Any such 
armed attack and all measures taken as a result thereof 
shall immediately be reported to the Security Council. Such 
measures shall be terminated when the Security Council 
has taken the measures necessary to restore and maintain 
international peace and security’.

Like NATO, and with a view to establishing a common defence 
policy, the Treaty on European Union introduced Article 42(7):

‘If a Member State is the victim of armed aggression on its 
territory, the other Member States shall have towards it an 
obligation of aid and assistance by all the means in their 
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power, in accordance with Article 51 of the United Nations 
Charter. This shall not prejudice the specific character of the 
security and defence policy of certain Member States’.

However, Art. 5 of the Washington Treaty is much more categorical, 
establishing the principle that an attack on one NATO member 
will be considered an attack on all, a consideration that is absent 
in the Treaty on European Union.

In reality, in terms of the expected reaction of the other members 
of each organisation, the two articles are very similar, leaving it 
to the discretion of the Member States as to the assistance to be 
provided.

Article 5 of the Washington Treaty furthermore speaks of the 
need for agreement among Member States to provide such 
assistance —which led to the creation of permanent command 
and coordination structures in NATO— again absent from the 
Treaty on European Union.

Both treaties refer to the UN Charter, although NATO specifies the 
need to inform the Security Council and to respect its authority.

On the whole, the European Union deals only in a cursory 
manner with common defence aspects, for which, it requires 
also unanimous approval. This necessarily implies very slow 
decision-making and, given the large number of Member States 
in the organisation, is very likely to render decision-making 
processes ineffective. Ultimately, the most reliable guarantee of 
common defence offered by the treaties of the European Union 
is, paradoxically, Article 42(7), which leaves the decision to do so 
or not, and to determine the extent of the support to be provided 
to the attacked member, to each individual Member State. 
Consequently, it does not create a common defence as such, but 
precisely establishes the individual decision of the Member States 
outside the structures of the Union.

The Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union includes 
another instrument of mutual assistance in the field of CSDP: 
the Solidarity Clause, described in Art. 222. Paragraph 1 of this 
article states that:

‘The Union and its Member States shall act jointly in a spirit of 
solidarity if a Member State is the object of a terrorist attack 
or the victim of a natural or man-made disaster. The Union 
shall mobilise all the instruments at its disposal, including the 
military resources made available by the Member States, to:
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— prevent the terrorist threat in the territory of the Member 
States;

— protect democratic institutions and the civilian population 
from any terrorist attack;

— assist a Member State in its territory, at the request of its 
political authorities, in the event of a terrorist attack;

(b) assist a Member State in its territory, at the request of its 
political authorities, in the event of a natural or man-made 
disaster’.

As can be seen, although it specifically mentions the possible use 
of military means, the Solidarity Clause is restricted to the fight 
against terrorist actions or natural or man-made disasters but 
would not apply to armed aggression.

The evolving common defence policy

The CSDP has evolved, with successes and failures since its 
conception. However, ‘defence’ has always lagged behind 
‘security’, and, until recently, defence only represented a fraction 
of security. Contributing to this is the multidimensional nature 
of the European Union (in which, unlike NATO, defence plays a 
very minor role), but also the international context where, until 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022, it seemed that 
a conventional conflict between states was out of the question, 
and even more so on the European continent.

Following the end of the Cold War, European states were quick to 
reap the ‘peace dividend’: the disappearance of the Warsaw Pact 
threat justified the reduction of the bloated defence budgets of 
the Cold War period. And, as a logical consequence of this budget 
reduction, the military capabilities of European states have been 
falling inexorably almost to the present day. Only the start of 
stabilisation operations in the early 1990s, and especially after the 
invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, Iraq in 2003 and the operations in 
Syria against ISIS or in Libya in 2011 led to an increase in defence 
spending. However, it continued to fall in relation to GDP and, in 
any case, were expenditures consumed in maintaining military 
activity in the different conflicts, without even maintaining existing 
military capabilities. This reduction in capabilities was much more 
pronounced in aspects related to high-intensity combat (field and 
anti-aircraft artillery, tanks, missiles, etc.), a type of conflict that 
seemed to have disappeared from the international scene.
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In the early 1990s, the European Union’s inability to deploy a 
credible military force to end the conflict in the former Yugoslavia 
sharply revealed the EU’s absolute dependence on the military 
capabilities of NATO and especially those of the United States, 
while at the same time demonstrating Europe’s need for the 
necessary capacity to be able to act independently in the military 
field where the United States had no interest in intervening but 
the European Union did (Acosta Sánchez, 2006).

Thus in 1992, the Member States of the now defunct Western 
European Union (WEU) met in Petersberg (near Bonn, Germany) 
to decide what defence actions they could undertake together, in 
cooperation with the European Union (of which all WEU members 
were members): United Kingdom, France, Belgium, Luxembourg, 
the Netherlands, Italy, Germany, Spain, Portugal and Greece) and 
NATO. The type of missions agreed referred (very generically) 
to humanitarian and rescue missions, peacekeeping missions 
and missions involving combat forces for crisis management, 
including peace-making missions.

This concept was taken up by the European Union, which included 
the 10 WEU Member States, and progressively integrated into the 
Union’s body of treaties (since the Treaty of Amsterdam: creation 
of a European Military Staff, an armaments agency, etc.). These 
missions were also included in the Lisbon Treaty and in the 
current Treaty on European Union, in Art. 42.1, although without 
mentioning them under the name of ‘Petersberg operations’.

Defence Expenditure in the European Union, 1990-2020 (Macrotrends, 2022)
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Another consequence of the EU’s inability to stop the war in the 
former Yugoslavia was the creation of the Common Foreign and 
Security Policy (CFSP), introduced as a pillar of the EU by the 
Maastricht Treaty in 1993, building on the earlier European Political 
Cooperation (EPC) of 1970. In its original formulation, the CFSP 
‘shall include all questions relating to the security of the Union, 
including the progressive framing of a common defence policy 
[...] which might lead to a common defence...’ (Art. J.7(1) of the 
1997 consolidated version of the Treaty on European Union).

In December 1998, the Franco-British declaration of Saint-Malo 
stated that the EU must have ‘the capacity for autonomous 
action, backed up by credible military forces, the means to decide 
to use them, and a readiness to do so, to respond to international 
crises’ (CVCE, 1998). This was a reversal by Britain, which had 
previously blocked any development of the EU’s autonomous 
military capabilities.

At the Cologne European Council in June 1999, the European 
Security and Defence Identity (ESDI) —formed in 1996 as a 
project between the WEU and NATO— was transferred to the EU 
and renamed the European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP). 
The main objective of this newly created ESDP was to deal 
with crisis management outside EU territory (Annex III of the 
Presidency Conclusions [Council of the European Union, 1999]).

Implementation of the ESDP led to the creation of a series of bodies 
dependent on the European Council: the Political and Security 
Committee (PSC), an advisory body made up of representatives 
at ambassadorial level that studies the international situation and 
collaborates in defining actions linked to the CFSP and ESDP; 
the European Union Military Committee (EUMC), the highest 
military body of the Council, made up of the heads of defence 
of the Member States, which provides the PSC with advice 
and recommendations on EU military matters; and finally, the 
European Union Military Staff (EUMS), initially part of the General 
Secretariat of the European Council and whose main task is to be 
the working and advisory body of the EUMC.

The European Council of 10-11 December 1999 in Helsinki led 
to the approval of two measures which, in principle, would have 
a major impact on the development of the CSDP: the creation 
of the Battlegroups, small (1,500-strong) joint-combined units 
designed to carry out operations in the framework of the CSDP, 
and the Helsinki Headline Goal 2003, the project for a powerful 
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and projectable European rapid reaction force. The decisions of the 
Helsinki Council were very ambitious: the envisaged reaction force 
was estimated to be an army corps entity (up to fifteen brigades 
or 50,000 to 60,000 personnel), with the necessary command 
and control, intelligence, logistics and support capabilities, 
plus, where necessary, air and naval elements. Member States 
should be able to fully deploy forces of this size within sixty days, 
and within the same timeframe, provide smaller rapid reaction 
elements that can be ready and deployed at very short notice: 
the Battlegroups. Deployment was estimated to be for at least 
one year, implying an additional reserve of units to replace initial 
forces (European Parliament, 1999).

In 2001, the Treaty of Nice (Council of the European Union, 2001) 
provided the legal basis for the ESDP in terms of competences, 
organisation, structures and means.

During the Laeken Summit in late 2001 (Méndez de Vigo and 
Leinen, 2001), the EU launched the European Capabilities Action 
Plan (ECAP) to address European military capability shortfalls. It 
initially involved some 20 panels composed of military experts 
from Member States who presented plans and proposals to address 
the identified shortfalls (e.g., by acquiring new equipment or 
optimising existing capabilities, in particular through cooperation 
at European level), but without effective results.

In fact, the European armed forces’ lack of assets and their 
dependence on NATO assets (especially in C2 and certain critical 
military capabilities) soon highlighted the aforementioned problem 
of the ‘single set of forces’, specifically cited in Protocol 10 of the 
EU Treaties. Given the lack of sufficient military capabilities, it 
did not seem logical then (nor does it today) to duplicate means 
to conduct EU military operations outside NATO. As a result, 
the logical step —given that 21 states are members of both 
organisations— was to conduct European military operations 
using the assets that Member States already contribute to NATO.

The first attempt to solve this problem was the so-called ‘Berlin 
Plus’ agreements (NATO, 2003), adopted on 17 March 2003. These 
agreements were intended to lay the foundations for cooperation 
between the EU and NATO in the field of international crisis 
management. In essence, they allowed the EU access to NATO’s 
command assets and capabilities —alleviating the aforementioned 
EU deficit in the field of C2— for operations decided by the EU. 
Despite the desire to avoid duplicating structures with NATO, the 
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‘Berlin Plus’ agreements forced the creation of an EU cell within 
NATO Headquarters (SHAPE - Supreme Headquarters of the Allied 
Powers in Europe) to improve the preparedness of EU operations 
conducted with NATO assets.

The ‘Berlin Plus’ agreements resulted in the deployment of 
Operation Althea in Bosnia-Herzegovina (BiH). For this operation, 
NATO’s Deputy Supreme Allied Commander Europe (DSACEUR), 
as operational head of the European Union Force Althea in BiH 
(EUFOR-Althea), regularly interacted with the EU Political and 
Security Committee (PSC) and facilitated liaison between the PSC 
and the North Atlantic Council. However, difficulties soon arose, 
mainly due to political differences between Turkey (a NATO but 
non-EU member) and Cyprus (an EU but non-NATO member). 
These differences led to a policy of Turkish constantly blocking 
the use of NATO assets for the benefit of the EU (Howorth, 2009).

At the March 2003 European Council, the EU adopted for the 
first time a European Security Strategy (Council of the European 
Union, 2003), which assessed the threats it faces: proliferation 
of weapons of mass destruction, terrorism and organised crime, 
energy security and climate change. These threats are primarily 
security, not defence, concerns.

The Brussels European Council in June 2004 (Council of the 
European Union, 2004a) endorsed taking up the objective of 
improving the EU’s military crisis management capability. With 
the ambitious Headline Goal 2003 project discarded, the Council 
approved a new, considerably more modest objective: the 
Headline Goal 2010. With it, EU members committed that by 2010 
they would be able to respond militarily to the full spectrum of 
crisis management operations envisaged in the EU Treaty and the 
2003 EU Security Strategy (i.e., those set out at the Petersberg 
meeting).

The entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty in 2009 saw the creation 
of the new European External Action Service (EEAS), integrating 
the external relations departments of the European Council and 
the external relations elements of the European Commission. 
The European Union Military Staff was integrated into this new 
service as one of its directorates general. This organisation 
clearly reveals the subordinate position with which the EU 
views the common defence policy vis-à-vis its external action. 
Indeed, in the international context of 2009, apparently without 
any consistent military threat against the EU, common defence 
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seemed to be reduced to the execution of the aforementioned 
‘Petersberg operations’ and was thus clearly an auxiliary tool of 
EU external action.

The paralysis resulting from the dispute between Turkey and 
Cyprus led to the practical inoperability of the ‘Berlin Plus’ 
agreements, which forced the creation in 2016 of a permanent cell 
for the planning and conduct of EU civilian and military operations 
without recourse to NATO assets, located within the EU Military 
Staff, called the Military Planning and Conduct Capability (MPCC). 
This cell is independent of NATO structures, although advocates 
of NATO’s leading role in security and defence aspects see it 
as redundant, a bad example of CSDP leading to duplication of 
structures with NATO (Biava, 2009).

In 2016, the European Council adopted one of the most important 
EU documents in the field of CSDP, the 2016 EU Global Strategy 
(Council of the European Union, 2016a). This document sets out 
the general lines that had guided the evolution of the CSDP up 
to that point. Thus, it unequivocally states that the EU stands 
for a rules-based international system based on multilateralism 
(Council of the European Union, 2016a: 8), with a veiled criticism 
of the United States, included in the foreword signed by the then 
High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy, Federica Mogherini: ‘This is no time for global policemen 
and lone warriors. Our foreign and security policy has to handle 
[...] superpowers’ (Council of the European Union, 2016a: 4).

As for causes of conflict, the document looks to human rights 
violations, inequality, resource scarcity and climate change, 
which it sees as a multiplier of existing threats, creating water 
and food shortages, pandemics, and migration (Council of the 
European Union, 2016a: 29).

Perhaps the most salient aspects introduced by this document 
is the list of threats perceived by the EU: terrorism, hybrid 
threats, economic volatility, climate change and energy insecurity 
(Council of the European Union, 2016a: 9) and the concept of 
an integrated approach (Council of the European Union, 2016a: 
9, 28-29), much broader than NATO’s comprehensive approach 
(NATO, 2022a).

In the first case, it is striking that a possible military aggression 
in no case considered a threat (except for hybrid threats, which 
may or may not include military aggression): this seems to imply 
that the Union is aligning itself with those Member States that 
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do not consider the possibility of Russian aggression in Eastern 
Europe to be credible, while at the same time greatly limiting the 
scope of action of common European defence and, consequently, 
its importance within the Union, and the priorities and means 
dedicated to it. As can be seen in the paper, the risks expressed 
fall much more into the broad field of security than into the 
narrower field of defence, which is left almost empty.

The second important aspect is the comprehensive approach. 
Thus, the EU considers that conflicts should be addressed with 
a multidimensional perspective by using all available policies 
and instruments aimed at conflict prevention, management and 
resolution; with a multi-stage perspective, acting at all stages of 
the conflict cycle, in the prevention, resolution and stabilisation 
phases, and avoiding premature disengagement when a new 
crisis arises elsewhere; with a multi-level perspective, acting 
at local, national, regional and global levels; and, finally, with 
a multilateral perspective, working closely with international, 
regional, local partners and civil society (Council of the European 
Union, 2016a: 29-30).

The Strategy provides a brief overview of the European and 
global environment, emphasising the EU’s specific interest in 
promoting resilience in Eastern and Southern Europe (areas that 
the document extends to Central Asia and Central Africa) (Council 
of the European Union, 2016a: 9).

On the more specific aspects of defence, the document is limited to 
recalling the transatlantic link and partnership with NATO (Council 
of the European Union, 2016a: 4). It specifies that Europeans 
must take greater responsibility for their security, being prepared 
and able to deter, respond to and protect themselves against 
external threats. It points out that while NATO exists to defend 
its members from external attacks, Europeans must be better 
equipped, trained and organised to contribute decisively to these 
collective efforts, as well as to act autonomously when necessary 
(Council of the European Union, 2016a: 19).

The Strategy implicitly acknowledges the failure of Battlegroups, 
citing the need to develop rapid response capabilities while also 
addressing the procedural, financial and political obstacles that 
impede the deployment of Battlegroups and other forces and 
reduce the effectiveness of CSDP military operations. It also cites 
the need for Member States to improve the deployability and 
interoperability of their forces through training and exercises 
(Council of the European Union, 2016a: 47-48).
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On the whole, the 2016 Global Strategy is a document that 
reflects the EU’s prevailing conception of security and defence 
(at least until the invasion of Ukraine): causes of conflicts are 
primarily economic (and therefore also the solutions); threats to 
Europe are of modest military dimensions, so they are security 
rather than defence problems; NATO’s role is important but not 
transcendental (since there is no military threat to Europe); and 
the role of the United States as a hegemonic power must be 
redirected to accept a multilateral approach.

Difficulties encountered in deploying Battlegroups and forces 
used in CSDP missions —and, in line with the request in the 2016 
Global Strategy— led to a review of their funding mechanisms. 
Accordingly, on 22 March 2021, the Council adopted a decision 
establishing the European Defence Facility (EDF), an extra-
budgetary instrument for financing CSDP operations. The EDF 
replaces and expands the previous financial instruments in this 
area, namely the Athena Facility and the African Peace Facility. 
EDF has a financial limit of €5.69 billion at current prices (€5 
billion at 2018 prices) for the period 2021-2027, with an annual 
limit ranging from €420 million in 2021 to €1.13 billion in 2027.

The EDF finances the common costs of CSDP military missions 
and operations, as well as EU assistance programmes to third 
countries or other regional or international organisations (Council 
of the European Union, 2022).

The Union began work in 2021 to draft a document to replace 
the outdated European Security Strategy of 2003, and to provide 
the necessary follow-up to the decisions on CFSP contained in 
the 2016 Global Strategy. This document would be called the 
Strategic Compass.

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022 was a shock 
for the EU. Until then, Eastern European countries generally 
considered Russia’s aggressiveness to be their main security 
problem and therefore regarded NATO (and especially the United 
States) as the key guarantor of their security. In contrast, 
the other states of the continent considered these fears to be 
unfounded, understanding that the risks to their security came 
mainly from sources of instability in the European periphery (the 
Sahel, the Middle East, the Balkans, etc.); the CSDP had indeed 
focused on these until then.

As a result of the profound geostrategic change brought about 
by the invasion of Ukraine, the Strategic Compass underwent 
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a major reorientation, which can be seen in the significant 
differences in the treatment of the strategic environment and 
CSDP considerations that the document finally approved (ESSAS, 
2022) includes with respect to the 2016 Global Strategy.

Thus, the document points to the Russian government’s return 
to the concept of spheres of influence, recalling the military 
aggression in Georgia in 2008, the illegal annexation of the 
Crimean Peninsula in 2014, de facto control over Belarus and 
the presence of Russian troops in the Republic of Moldova (all 
aspects already present when the 2016 Global Strategy was 
drafted, and which were not taken into account in its content). 
The Strategic Compass also recalls Russia’s presence in other 
theatres of operations (Libya, Syria, Central African Republic, and 
Mali) through the use of hybrid strategies and private security 
companies such as the Wagner Group.

In a certain continuity with the 2016 Global Strategy, the 
Strategic Compass mentions the deteriorating security situation 
on Europe’s southern flank, specifically citing the Gulf of Guinea, 
the Horn of Africa, the Mozambique Channel, the Sahel band, and 
Central Africa (EEAS, 2022: 19).

The United States is specifically mentioned as the most important 
strategic partner for the Union (EEAS, 2022: 15), while China 
is presented as ‘a partner for cooperation [on issues such as 
climate change], an economic competitor and a systemic rival’ 
(EEAS, 2022: 18) and the Indo-Pacific area as a new theatre of 
geopolitical competition (EEAS, 2022: 20). A more cursory tour 
is given of the rest of the world.

The Strategic Compass does not explicitly list an armed conflict 
as a threat, but it does specifically cite the war in Ukraine as a 
fundamental change in the security and defence of the Union, 
and it does mention the need for robust military capabilities and 
the will to use them, as well as the need to equip itself with 
the necessary means to defend the Union, its citizens, and 
its partners (EEAS, 2022: 5). The document also maintains 
the threats already included in the Global Strategy: from 
terrorism and organised crime to the proliferation of weapons 
of mass destruction, along with hybrid strategies, cyber-attacks, 
disinformation campaigns, the political use of migration, external 
interference, and the use of disruptive technologies, as well as 
the multiplying role of climate change in migration and natural 
disasters. The Compass also mentions how some states contest 
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the so-called ‘global commons’: international waters, airspace, 
outer space and cyberspace (EEAS, 2022: 5, 6).

It advocates the need for greater strategic autonomy as a 
means for the EU to become a relevant geopolitical actor in the 
international arena.

The document is structured around four pillars: act, secure 
European interests, invest in security and partner.

The purpose of the first, act, is to be able to act quickly and 
forcefully when a crisis breaks out, with partners if possible, and 
alone when necessary. To this end, the Union:

• will create a rapidly deployable military force of around 5,000 
troops capable of operating in different types of crises. This 
is a notable evolution on the Battlegroup concept (1,500 
troops), but the Compass does not clarify how to overcome 
the obstacles that have prevented the use of these groups.

• In addition, the EU will be ready to deploy 200 experts on CSDP 
missions within 30 days, including in complex environments.

• Military forces at the service of the Union will regularly conduct 
troop exercises, both maritime and airborne.

• The projection capability of European military forces should 
be improved.

• CSDP civilian and military missions and operations will be 
strengthened, developing a faster and more flexible decision-
making process than at present, acting in a more coherent 
manner and ensuring greater financial solidarity.

• Make full use of the European Peace Fund (EPF) to support the 
EU’s external partners.

The second, secure European interests, aims to strengthen the 
Union’s ability to anticipate, deter and respond to current and 
emerging threats and challenges, and to safeguard the EU’s 
security interests. Accordingly, it will:

• Boost its intelligence analysis capabilities.

• Develop a comprehensive set of tools and equipment capable 
of detecting and responding to a wide range of hybrid threats.

• Further develop the EU’s cyber defence policy and its 
implementation elements, in order to be better prepared and 
respond to cyber-attacks.
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• Develop a set of tools and means to combat information 
manipulation and foreign interference.

• Develop a strategy for space security and defence.

• Strengthen the EU’s role as a maritime security actor.

The third pillar, invest in security, provides that Member States 
have committed to substantially increase their defence spending 
to meet the Union’s collective ambition to reduce critical military 
and civilian capability shortfalls and to strengthen Europe’s 
defence technological and industrial base. To this end, the Union 
will:

• Maintain permanent dialogue on the different national 
objectives of Member States on increasing and improving the 
effectiveness of defence spending to match current security 
needs.

• Provide further incentives for Member States to engage in 
joint capability development and jointly invest in enablers and 
next generation capabilities to operate on land, at sea, in the 
air, in cyberspace and in outer space.

• Boost defence technological innovation to fill strategic gaps 
and reduce technological and industrial dependencies.

The fourth pillar, partner, focuses on the need to act together 
with other international actors to address common challenges. 
The Union will therefore:

• Strengthen cooperation with strategic partners such as NATO, 
the UN and regional partners such as the OSCE, the AU and 
ASEAN.

• Develop bilateral partnerships with like-minded countries 
and strategic partners, such as the United States, Canada, 
Norway, the United Kingdom, Japan and others.

• Develop partnerships in the Western Balkans, the European 
Eastern and Southern Neighbourhood, Africa, Asia, and Latin 
America, enhancing dialogue and cooperation, promoting 
participation in CSDP missions and operations, and supporting 
capacity building.

About decision-making mechanisms, the Strategic Compass 
proposes solutions that seek to avoid the aforementioned 
requirement of unanimity established by the European Treaties 
for the CSDP. It thus proposes the possibility of constructive 
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abstention, or the implementation of a CSDP operation by a 
group of Member States that voluntarily wish to do so, but under 
the legal and economic umbrella of Article 44 of the Treaty on 
European Union.

2020 Coordinated Annual Defence Review

The document still considers cooperation between the European 
Union and NATO to be essential. The 42 measures initially set 
out at the 2016 Warsaw NATO Summit (Council of the European 
Union, 2018) have been expanded to 52, with others covering 
counterterrorism, promotion of women, peace and security, and 
force projection capabilities.

Overall, it is too early to ascertain the real utility of the Strategic 
Compass, but in principle it represents a major shift in the 
consideration of defence activities and the employment of military 
forces with respect to the 2016 Global Strategy, despite attempts 
(more formal than substantive, apparently) to remain consistent 
with what is set out in it.

The failure of Battlegroups

The failure of the Battlegroups adopted at the 1999 Helsinki 
Council is a good example of the CSDP’s most pronounced 
problems. Indeed, if the Helsinki Headline Goal 2003 was a 
complex and truly ambitious project for European armed forces 
significantly reduced after the end of the Cold War, it is hard 
to believe that EU Member States lack the military capacity to 
deploy a relatively small unit (the 1,500 troops of a Battlegroup) 
for militarily undemanding missions (those agreed at Petersberg). 
In fact, in May 2000, the British deployed a similar unit in Sierra 
Leone (Operation Palliser) and in 2003, the French did the same 
in the Democratic Republic of Congo (Operation Artemis). Yet the 
EU has been unable to deploy a single one of its Battlegroups in 
almost twenty years. This is despite the fact that Battlegroups are 
specifically designed for such missions. They are multinational 
units in which one Member State (or a group of states) assumes 
the role of ‘framework nation’, providing the core personnel and 
critical strategic enablers, such as helicopters, strategic transport 
or others. The remaining Battlegroup units are being supplemented 
by voluntary contributions from states. Two Battlegroups are 
always ready to deploy in the EU, and they are relieved by other 
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Battlegroups on a semester-by-semester basis. C2 is ensured by 
the deployment of a multinational, joint, deployable command 
post (Field Head Quarters - FHQ). The FHQ reports to a joint, 
multinational, strategic-level Operational Head Quarters (OHQ), 
normally activated at fixed installations.

This configuration means that their capabilities to fight in a 
high-intensity combat environment (such as today in Ukraine) 
are relatively limited: they lack heavy weapons (heavy artillery, 
tanks), their logistical capabilities are insufficient to cope with 
the consumption required for high-intensity combat, and their 
C2 structure is inadequate for integration into a large brigade or 
division-type unit, all essential elements in this type of combat.

The first obstacle to the deployment of such units is financial. 
Like NATO, the EU applies the principle that the costs generated 
by military units and assets are borne by the Member States 
providing them. This means that participation by one of these 
Battlegroups in an operation that is, in principle, for the benefit of 
the whole Union is only paid for by the Member States contributing 
to that Battlegroup, which also bear the human and political 
risk of possible losses. Since decisions within the EU are taken 
by consensus, it is always easy for one of the states that have 
to bear the cost to refuse to approve the operation. The Union 
put in place a funding mechanism for such operations, called 
Athena, to cover common costs, i.e., costs that are very difficult 
to attribute to a single Member State (such as those associated 
with the operation and deployment of the FHQ, for example), 
but it is extremely restrictive, making it difficult to finance many 
of the costs associated with an operation. In any case, clearly 
identifiable expenditure (such as that incurred by Member States’ 
units and resources) is not eligible for the Athena mechanism. 
The new European Defence Facility (EDF) replaces the Athena 
mechanism and is expected to expand the range of activities that 
can be financed under it. This could solve this first problem.

Another problem with Battlegroups is that they must be highly 
available, i.e., able to deploy at very short notice (five days). 
Availability is costly: it requires either tying up assets made 
available to the Battlegroup and keeping expensive transport 
contracts active to ensure projection capability within the required 
timeframe, or keeping military transport assets on standby, which 
in practice means that they cannot be used for other missions. 
In other words, even without deploying, Battlegroups generate 
costs for the Member States that provide them. And, in reality, 
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because unanimity in decision-making is required, the political 
decision-making process for deployment is much slower than the 
readiness required of military units. In other words, it is a waste 
of money, and even more so when the necessary consensus to 
deploy one has never been achieved.

Thirdly, as mentioned above, the different EU Member States 
have divergent interests in the CSDP. If the deployment of EU 
Battlegroups in the Sahel would be desirable for France, for 
Poland or Romania, because of the above-mentioned principle of 
the ‘single set of forces’, this possible deployment would imply a 
reduction in the capabilities available for Europe’s defence, and 
expenditure from the European Peace Facility that could no longer 
be used to support the EU’s partners in Eastern Europe.

Overall, the chances of a successful deployment of one of these 
Battlegroups depend on qualified majority approval (hence 
the importance of the constructive abstention proposed by the 
Strategic Compass) and increased common funding (through 
the EDF), but neither of these two measures can really solve the 
political deadlock that has prevented the employment of these 
units.

Common defence policy institutions

In addition to the institutions mentioned above, the EU has over 
time created a series of structures intended to fill the gaps in the 
three central elements of its action: will (C2 and political decision-
making mechanisms), capacity and knowledge. These structures 
were not created because of a preconceived plan, but rather of 
the need to find relatively urgent solutions to the problems that 
arise at any given time.

Will: C2 and political decision

Political and Security Committee (PSC) and its associated bodies

The Political and Security Committee is an advisory and 
preparatory body to the EU Council on security and defence 
matters. It meets at ambassadorial level. Its main functions are 
to monitor the international situation and to help define policies 
within the CFSP, including the CSDP. It prepares a comprehensive 
EU response to a crisis and exercises its political control and 
strategic direction.
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The PSC has a working body that prepares its decisions, called 
the Political-Military Group (PMG). The PSC also has two main 
advisory elements: the EUMC, for questions regarding the use of 
military assets, and the Committee for Civilian Aspects of Crisis 
Management (CIVCOM).

Political-Military Group (PMG)

The Political-Military Group carries out preparatory work within 
the CSDP for the Political and Security Committee. Its scope of 
work covers the political aspects of EU military and civil-military 
issues, including concepts, capabilities, operations, and missions. 
It prepares Council conclusions, formulates recommendations 
for the PSC and monitors their effective implementation, while 
facilitating exchanges of information. It has a special responsibility 
for partnerships with third states and other organisations, 
including EU-NATO relations and exercises. The PMG is chaired 
by a delegate of the High Representative of the Union for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy.

European Union Military Committee (EUMC)

The EUMC is the highest military body established within the 
Council. Its full members are the Member State Chiefs of Defence 
Staff (JEMAD), although it normally works through permanent 
JEMAD military representatives. This body provides the PSC with 
advice and recommendations on all EU military matters.

Committee for Civilian Aspects of Crisis Management (CIVCOM).

Parallel to the EUMC, the PSC is advised by a Committee for 
Civilian Aspects of Crisis Management (CIVCOM). This committee 
provides information, makes recommendations, and gives its 
opinion to the PSC on civilian aspects of crisis management.

EU External Action Service (EEAS) and its agencies in the field of 
common defence

European Union Military Staff (EUMS)

The EUMS is a body with a dual dependency: on the one hand, 
it is the working body of the EU Military Committee (EUMC), and 
on the other, it is integrated as a Directorate-General under the 
authority of the High Representative of the Union for Foreign 
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Affairs and Security Policy. In this second capacity, it is in charge 
of military affairs within the European External Action Service 
(EEAS), coordinates the military assets made available to the 
EU, with a particular focus on operations/missions (both purely 
military and those requiring military support) and the generation 
of military capabilities necessary for the implementation of the 
CSDP. Its missions include early warning, situation assessment, 
strategic planning, communication and information systems 
management, concept development, education and training, and 
support to partnerships through military-to-military relations. At 
the same time, the EUMS is responsible for maintaining the EU 
Operations Centre (OPSCEN) and for providing the core of its 
staff when activated.

Military Planning and Conduct Capability (MPCC)

The MPCC was established on 8 June 2017, with the aim of 
enabling the EU to react more quickly, efficiently, and effectively 
as a provider of security beyond its borders. It is responsible for 
the planning and operational conduct of EU non-executive military 
missions. Currently, it leads EU training missions (EUTM) in Mali, 
Somalia, and the Central African Republic. On 19 November 2018, 
the Council agreed to give the MPCC the additional responsibility 
to also be prepared to plan and conduct an EU Battlegroup-sized 
executive military operation.

Prior to the creation of the MPCC, the Civilian Planning and 
Conduct Capability (CPCC), a permanent structure responsible for 
the autonomous operational conduct of CSDP civilian operations, 
existed within the EEAS.

Directorate for Security and Defence Policy (SECDEFPOL.DMD)

The Directorate for Security and Defence Policy (SECDEFPOL) is 
the EEAS Directorate responsible for coordinating and managing 
the overall contribution of the EEAS to addressing external security 
threats and to the implementation of the EU Global Strategy in 
the field of security and defence (Council of the European Union, 
2016a).

This Directorate’s field of work covers issues such as cybersecurity, 
chemical, biological and nuclear weapons, maritime security, 
counter-terrorism, disarmament, non-proliferation and arms 
export controls, as well as defence policy and initiatives such 
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as the Strategic Compass (European Union, 2022) aimed at 
deepening defence cooperation and developing civilian and 
military capabilities to enhance the EU’s role as a security and 
defence provider capable of addressing security threats and 
contributing to global peace and security. It is also responsible for 
promoting security and defence partnerships with third countries 
and international and regional organisations (e.g., the UN, NATO, 
and the African Union), and negotiates agreements with third 
countries on participation in EU CSDP missions and operations.

The Directorate consists of five divisions dealing with security 
and defence policy (SECDEFPOL.1); Partnerships and Task 
Force NATO (SECDEFPOL.2); Counterterrorism (SECDEFPOL.3); 
Disarmament, Non-Proliferation and Arms Export Controls 
(SECDEFPOL.4), and Space (SECDEFPOL.5).

Directorate for the Integrated Approach for Security and Peace (ISP)

The ISP Directorate ensures effective coordination of the EU 
response throughout the different phases of the conflict, from 
early warning and horizon scanning to political-strategic planning 
for crisis management and stabilisation, as well as the security 
of EU citizens in crisis areas, as appropriate. It ensures that the 
EU’s response is conflict sensitive and based on a proper analysis 
focused on achieving stabilisation and peace.

The Directorate consists of the Secretariat of the Partnership 
for Security and Stability in the Sahel (P3S) and five divisions: 
Integrated approach, Methodology and Implementation (PSI.1); 
Conflict prevention and mediation support (PSI.2); Integrated 
Strategic Planning for CSDP and Stabilisation (PSI.3); Consular 
Affairs (PSI.4) and European Peace Fund (PSI.5).

Capability: generating military capabilities

European Defence Agency (EDA)

The European Defence Agency was established by a European 
Council Joint Action of 12 July 2004 (2004/551/CFSP) ‘to support 
the Council and the Member States in their effort to improve the 
EU’s defence capabilities in the field of crisis management and 
to sustain the ESDP as it stands now and develops in the future’. 
To implement the provisions of the Lisbon Treaty, this Joint 
Action was first replaced by a Council Decision of 12 July 2011, 
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subsequently revised by Council Decision (CFSP) 2015/1835 of 
12 October 2015 on the statute, seat and operational rules of the 
EDA.

The main missions of the European Defence Agency are the 
development of defence capabilities; the promotion of defence 
research and technology (R&T); the promotion of armaments 
cooperation; and the creation of a competitive European defence 
equipment market, as well as the strengthening of the European 
defence, technological and industrial base.

In May 2017, following a long-term review (LTR) initiated by the 
Head of the Agency, defence ministers agreed to reinforce the 
EDA’s mission, strengthening its role as the main instrument for 
intergovernmental capability planning and prioritisation in Europe 
and as the main forum and coordinator of the entire capability 
development life cycle.

The Agency has signed administrative agreements with Norway 
(2006), Switzerland (2012), the Republic of Serbia (2013) and 
Ukraine (2015) allowing them to participate in EDA projects and 
programmes.

Knowledge: intelligence and preparation

European Union Satellite Centre (EU SatCen)

The Centre was founded in 1992 and incorporated as an agency 
of the European Union in January 2002, with the aim of providing 
geospatial intelligence products and services in the context of the 
CFSP and in particular the CSDP, mainly by analysing data from 
Earth observation satellites. It is based in Torrejón de Ardoz. 
EU SatCen is the only proprietary provider of security-related 
geospatial information products and services in the EU. The main 
beneficiaries of SatCen services are the EEAS agencies and CSDP 
missions and operations. It is under the supervision of the PSC 
and the operational direction of the High Representative of the 
Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy.

European Security and Defence College (ESDC)

The ESDC was established in 2005 with the aim of providing 
strategic-level training in European security and defence policy, 
now the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP). It was 
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created with the intention of providing the Common Security 
and Defence Policy with a training and education instrument that 
would actively promote a European security culture.

European Union Institute for Security Studies (EUISS)

The EUISS is an EU agency that deals with the analysis of foreign, 
security and defence policy issues. Created in January 2002 as 
an autonomous agency within the framework of the Common 
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), its purpose is to promote a 
common security culture for the EU, to support the elaboration 
and projection of its foreign policy, and to enrich strategic debate 
within and outside Europe. Based in Paris with a delegation in 
Brussels, the EUISS is now an integral part of the new structures 
underpinning the development of the CFSP/CSDP.

The Institute’s main mission is to provide analysis and fora for 
debate that can be useful and relevant to EU policy formulation. 
In fulfilling this mission, it also acts as an interface between 
European experts and decision-makers at all levels.

The Institute is governed by a Management Board, chaired by the 
High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy, which establishes its budgetary and administrative rules 
and approves its work programme. The PSC exercises political 
oversight.

EU, NATO, and common European defence

NATO-EU relations are a key element of CSDP. These relationships 
are complex because of the differences between the members 
of the two organisations. The case of Turkey and Cyprus is just 
one example of these differences, but there are other more or 
less acute conflicts: for example, between Turkey and France 
over Libya (Franceinfo, 2020), or between Turkey, Greece, 
and Cyprus over the delimitation of territorial waters and the 
resulting exclusive economic zones in the Eastern Mediterranean 
(Sanz, 2021). While all these policy differences create practical 
day-to-day problems, perhaps the main obstacle to cooperation 
between the two organisations is the different perceptions of 
each organisation’s Member States about the role each should 
play in defence.

Eastern European countries (Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia, as 
well as Poland and Romania) generally see their main security 
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problem as undoubtedly the resurgence of Russian nationalism 
(and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine only confirms these fears), and 
they see NATO as a key guarantor of their territorial integrity. 
Therefore, any measure that might weaken NATO or offer the 
United States an excuse to reduce its commitment to Europe’s 
defence (and the CSDP could be interpreted as enhancing 
European defence capabilities and thus justifying a reduced need 
for US military support) is seen as detrimental to their security 
interests. Southern and Western European states considered 
these fears to be unfounded (at least until 24 February this year) 
and oriented their military action towards reducing sources of 
instability in the European periphery (the Sahel, the Middle East, 
the Balkans, etc.). Germany saw NATO primarily as a framework 
for economic savings through defence cooperation, but also 
viewed Russia as a potential partner, while the idea of Russian 
military aggression seemed largely anachronistic (Stratfor Inc., 
2012). Evidently, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has confirmed the 
fears of Eastern European allies and changed the perceptions of 
others, considerably strengthening NATO’s influence as shown by 
the new strategic concept published after the NATO summit in 
Madrid (NATO, 2022b).

Minor conflicts in the European periphery, which preoccupied 
many EU members (especially France, but also Spain and Italy), 
have not merited Washington’s attention in recent years, as it 
has been refocusing on its systemic rival, China, and the Asia-
Pacific (Lieberthal 2011). On the other hand, operations focused 
on stabilising certain countries and regions would be much more 
in the realm of ‘security’ than ‘defence’. These divergent positions 
only underlined another difference between NATO and the EU: 
the creation of NATO was accompanied by the emergence of the 
United States as an essential security actor in Europe, a possible 
theatre of operations that became the centre of attention for 
US strategists; in contrast, the CSDP emerged in the wake of 
America’s progressive disengagement from the final European 
theatre of the Cold War, a new situation in which the US no longer 
considered Europe as a strategically central theatre, in favour of 
a greater focus on other parts of the globe (Asia, the Middle East) 
(Howorth, 2009). The war in Ukraine represents a major change 
(at least in the short to medium-term) in this approach.

Some authorised opinions (de Hoop Scheffer, 2007) see 
complementarity between NATO and the EU. Indeed, the EU is 
a multidisciplinary organisation, with a much broader character 
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than NATO (focused almost exclusively on military issues), 
while recent conflicts (Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya etc.) have 
demonstrated the insufficiency of military means to achieve more 
than an exclusively military victory, underlining the need for the 
capacity for post-conflict reconstruction and the creation of viable 
economic, political, and social institutions. NATO developed the 
comprehensive approach concept (NATO, 2022a) to include these 
capabilities in its operations, but implementation required the 
voluntary cooperation with NATO forces of several civilian actors 
(state agencies, but also international and non-governmental 
organisations) not always willing to be identified with a purely 
military organisation such as NATO. On the other hand, given 
its competence in all areas of society and its much less bellicose 
image, the EU has its own resources (actually provided by the 
Member States, but much more easily mobilised through EU 
structures) and it is easier to enlist the cooperation of other civilian 
organisations. Accordingly, some authors (de Hoop Scheffer, 
2007) assume an implicit ‘division of labour’ between the two 
organisations: NATO would be in charge of combat operations, 
while the EU would use ESDP for the less militarily demanding 
crisis management and nation building tasks, which require 
civilian and political measures. While nowhere agreed upon, this 
division of labour actually responds to the current capabilities 
of the two organisations and, as a logical consequence, has 
been implemented when the two organisations have operated in 
the same theatre (Macedonia, Bosnia, Kosovo, or Afghanistan) 
(Howorth, 2009). However, it is neither formal nor definitive.

For some US policymakers, NATO should have a certain right to 
oversee the ESDP, as reflected in US Secretary of State Madeleine 
Albright’s imposition of her three conditions for supporting ESDP 
initiatives, known as the ‘3Ds’ (Albright, 1998): not to disengage 
the United States from European security, not to duplicate 
structures or initiatives that already exist in NATO, and not to 
discriminate against non-EU NATO members. In the same vein, 
the Americans generally argue for the existence of a supposed 
NATO right of first refusal, which would mean that the EU could 
not conduct any operation in a theatre of operations until NATO 
has declined to do so (Howorth, 2009). This distrust of progress 
on ESDP is shared by broad sectors of the US policy community 
(Kochis, 2020).

As noted above, one of the most common criticisms of the CSDP 
by supporters of NATO primacy stems from the existence of a 
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‘single set of forces’. In the defence field, NATO —and to an even 
greater extent the EU— rely primarily on military assets provided 
by Member States, although NATO has a range of NATO-owned 
assets, acquired over the course of the organisation’s existence, 
ranging from a comprehensive C2 structure (including its own 
CIS assets and units) to particularly expensive weapons systems 
such as AWACS aircraft1. Consequently, a unit, organisation or 
equipment involved in a CSDP operation ceases to be available 
for use by NATO for the time necessary to prepare and execute 
the mission, and the period required for its recovery (recall that, 
according to Art. 1(b) of Protocol 10 of the Treaties of the European 
Union, EU Member States are required to be in a position to deploy 
troops on CSDP missions with preparation periods of 5 to 30 days 
and operation periods of 30 days up to 120). Since the military 
and civilian forces and assets of Member States belonging to both 
organisations are unique and can participate in EU CSDP or in any 
NATO activity, participation in a given operation (NATO or EU) 
obviously precludes simultaneous participation in any activity of 
the other organisation. On the one hand, NATO (and especially 
the United States) complains about the lack of European allies’ 
military means, translated into regular non-compliance with the 
2 per cent of GDP defence spending commitment (Reuters, 2018) 
reached at the Wales Summit in 2014 (NATO, 2014), and, on 
the other, it understands that the EU’s quest for its own military 
capability means that any EU operation will draw forces away 
from NATO, and precisely those forces in EU service will be 
provided by the allies most reluctant to contribute capabilities to 
the needs of the Atlantic Alliance. The transatlantic relationship 
and cooperation between the EU and NATO must be based on the 
principles set out in the treaties and those agreed by the European 
Council, including the principles of inclusiveness, reciprocity, and 
EU decision-making autonomy (Compass: 14).

At the 2016 NATO Summit in Warsaw (Council of the European 
Union, 2018) the two organisations outlined the areas in which 
they wished to intensify their cooperation in the face of the 
common challenges they face, both in the East and in the South: 
combating hybrid threats, strengthening defence capabilities, 
cyber defence, maritime security, etc., agreeing on 42 concrete 

1 AWACS: Airborne early Warning and Control System. This is a unit of fourteen E-3A 
Sentry aircraft, manufactured by Boeing and equipped with an airborne radar mounted 
on a rotating radome on top of the aircraft. They can detect aircraft, direct fighter 
aircraft, and manage the battlespace over large areas.
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measures, which are expanded to 52 in the Strategic Compass, 
with another ten referring to counter-terrorism, promotion of 
women, peace and security, and force projection capabilities.

In July 2018, a new joint statement sets out the EU and NATO’s 
vision on how they will address common security threats (Council 
of the European Union, 2018).

Conclusions

Defence has not been a core concern of the European Union. 
It remains to be seen whether the new international context 
described in the Strategic Compass will change this, but it seems 
unlikely.

Although we have frequently compared the European Union 
and NATO in this paper, they are different organisations, with 
different goals and concerns, and with completely different 
historical origins. NATO was created to defend Europe from a 
possible Soviet invasion, while the European Union originated 
precisely from the desire to heal the wounds of World War II 
and to overcome war as a form of relations between states. As 
a logical consequence, the EU sees military operations as deeply 
contrary to European values. Hence, EU military operations have 
always revolved around the aforementioned Petersberg tasks: 
humanitarian and rescue missions, peacekeeping missions and 
missions involving combat forces for crisis management, including 
peacemaking missions. In other words, the European Union 
views its armed forces as foreign policy instruments dedicated 
to providing stability in its environment, i.e., they are security 
tools, not defence tools. The EUMC’s position within the EEAS is 
clear evidence of this. By comparison, in no Member State is the 
JEMAD subordinate to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

The European Union’s disengagement from defence issues has 
been facilitated by the effectiveness of the US security umbrella. 
US armed forces, through NATO, still ensure the defence of 
Europe today. Indeed, even those EU nations that are particularly 
combative in the pursuit of European strategic autonomy (France) 
always refer to the possibility of acting in such stability-seeking 
missions around our continent, but do not address any problems 
that put the territorial integrity or vital interests of Member States 
at risk. In this sense, the quest for strategic autonomy has little 
to do with the need to ensure Europe’s military defence.
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As for the regularly raised possibility of creating a European 
Army, or even of specialising the armed forces of Member States 
and making them complementary to each other (as proposed 
in Article 2(b) of Protocol 10 of the EU Treaties: ‘... by pooling 
and, where appropriate, specialising their defence means and 
capabilities ...’), implies a very significant ceding of sovereignty. 
States adopting such a measure would be unable to defend their 
vital interests on their own, without support from their allies. 
Even taking the EU’s reductionist approach —viewing the armed 
forces merely as a foreign policy tool, and not as the ultimate 
guarantors of vital national interests— we must remember that 
each Member State has a distinct foreign policy (CFSP is more 
a lowest common denominator than a broad, shared policy). In 
other words, complementary armed forces mean the loss of a 
fundamental national foreign policy and security tool.

In view of this, it is difficult to believe that the CFSP will give rise 
to a common European defence: NATO will continue to be the 
continent’s military defence tool; this also avoids the problems 
arising from the fact that some states belong to the EU but not to 
NATO and vice versa. The war in Ukraine only underlines this fact.

However, the EU may eventually equip itself with the means to 
execute military missions on the European periphery that are 
currently beyond its capabilities. In this respect, there is a clear 
evolution towards the constitution of an increasingly complete 
military C2 system (EUMC, EUMS, MPCC, OHQs, etc.), while the 
acquisition of certain critical capabilities (strategic transport, 
ISTAR2, in-flight refuelling) is a budget problem that could be 
solved with the expected increase in military expenditure as a 
result of the war in Ukraine. Similarly, measures to relax the 
principle of unanimity on CSDP aspects could facilitate the 
decision-making process at political level. However, barring the 
unlikely event that the United States disengages from Europe’s 
defence (in which case the scenario would be completely different 
and would require much more categorical decisions by EU Member 
States), we would be talking about ‘Petersberg tasks’ or little 
else.

Consequently, defence is unlikely to be one of the cornerstones 
of European integration: a common European defence that goes 
beyond military cooperation between the armed forces of the 
states involved (as NATO is now) would imply a clear identification 

2 ISTAR: Intelligence, Surveillance, Target Acquisition and Reconnaissance.
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of the interests to be defended and, without a prior political union, 
this objective is a long way off.
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Chapter Four

EU civilian and military missions: a vision of autonomy, 
agility, and robustness

Carmen Quesada Alcalá

Introduction

The recent publication of the Strategic Compass (2022) lays the 
foundations for a strengthened European security and defence 
architecture. The adoption of such an instrument, together with 
the conflict in Ukraine, inevitably leads to a reflection on the EU’s 
role in the current geostrategic context. This calls for a review of 
how the EU’s civilian and military missions —as a basic pillar of the 
Union’s external action— are functioning, in order to determine 
whether or not they are in a perfect state of repair.

The framework for action for these missions must then be 
established, linked to a concept that demonstrates where the EU 
is heading in terms of security and defence: strategic autonomy. 
Since the Strategic Compass (2022) has given impetus to a new 
role for the EU in the past year, the impact of this instrument 
on civilian and military missions will be analysed from the three 
points of view set out by the Compass: act, invest, partner.

Meanwhile, the Ukraine crisis has undoubtedly led to a strengthening 
of the multilateral context, and so we will examine civilian and 
military missions in this context, with a focus on NATO and the 
UN. Finally, we must reflect on whether or not the EU’s civilian 
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and military missions following the conflict in Ukraine will undergo 
substantial changes. In short, we will examine the latest profiles 
of civilian and military missions with a forward-looking vision and 
embedded in the EU’s strategic autonomy. We even venture to say 
that they will be a tool of increasing use and value in the future, in 
the new global context, where multilateralism and a stronger role 
for the European Union in the defence of the world are necessary.

EU civilian and military missions: In perfect condition?

Since the EU came of age in defence matters, through the CFSP 
(Common Foreign and Security Policy) and the CSDP (Common 
Security and Defence Policy), it has demonstrated its ability to 
mobilise a range of different instruments, both civilian and military. 
These instruments demonstrate a global or ‘comprehensive’ 
crisis management capacity (De Castro Ruano, 2015: 24). It is 
precisely this ‘comprehensive approach’ that characterises the 
Union’s crisis management.

Indeed, the EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) 
implies that the Union possesses a certain operational capability, 
allowing it to deploy civilian and military missions and operations 
beyond its borders. The tasks of these missions are varied and 
have diversified over time. Tasks range from conflict prevention, 
peacekeeping, crisis management, joint disarmament operations, 
military advice and assistance to rescue, humanitarian, and post-
conflict stabilisation tasks (EU Missions and Operations, March 
2022)1.

As our High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and 
Security Policy (2022) has pointed out:

“Diplomacy requires action to succeed. Our missions and 
operations are an invaluable pillar of European security and 
defence. Their work on the ground and across continents is 
the tangible example of the EU’s action for global security”2.

“Diplomacy requires action to succeed. Our missions and 
operations are an invaluable pillar of European security and 
defence. Their work on the ground and on all continents is a 
tangible example of the EU’s action for global security”.

1 https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/EU-mission-and-
operation_2022-new-layout-V2.pdf [Accessed: 21 June 2022]. 
2 Ibid. 

https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/EU-mission-and-operation_2022-new-layout-V2.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/EU-mission-and-operation_2022-new-layout-V2.pdf
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This valuable pillar of EU missions and operations abroad has 
reached significant numbers. From 2003 to March 2022, the 
EU has launched and conducted 37 operations and missions on 
three continents. As of March 2022, there were 4,000 civilian and 
military deployed in such missions, with 18 ongoing operations, of 
which 11 are civilian and 7 military (EU Missions and Operations, 
March 2022).

It is noteworthy that, since the launch of the first missions and 
operations, the EU has continuously improved its structures, 
mechanisms, and tools to promote stability and security in our 
neighbouring states, with repercussions for the improvement of 
the Union’s own security. In addition, while the EU’s CSDP remains 
intergovernmental in nature, it should be noted that, in relation 
to civilian and military missions and operations, the Commission’s 
role in funding them and in taking decisions concerning the 
development of defence research and capabilities has increased3.

In short, during these years the Union has shown a certain 
capacity to intervene in different episodes of conflict resolution 
and crisis management (De Castro, 2015: 21)4. Such crises have 
generally been minor, in post-conflict processes already underway 
(e.g., Operation Althea in Bosnia and Herzegovina).

In some cases, however, these missions have provided continuity 
to NATO’s own ‘tougher’ interventions, as was the case with 
Operation Concordia in Macedonia. On certain occasions, support 
has been given to UN missions, e.g., Operation EUFOR RD Congo 
or the current EUMAN RCA supporting the UN Stabilisation Mission 
in the Central African Republic MINUSCA. But support has not been 
limited to the UN, it has also been given to other international 
organisations, such as the mission in Darfur/Sudan in support 
of the African Union’s AMIS mission. Another aspect covered by 
these missions has been to deal with situations where minimum 
security conditions were necessary to allow, for example, the 
arrival of humanitarian aid. This occurred in Operation Artemis 
in the Democratic Republic of Congo and the EUFOR RCA mission 
focused on the Bangui area in the Central African Republic5.

3 Csernatoni, R. (2021a). ‘The EU’s Rise as a Defence Technological Power.’
4 De Castro Ruano, J. L. (2015). ‘La evolución de la Unión Europea como actor en 
materia de seguridad y defensa. En busca de un relanzamiento siempre pendiente.’ 
Deusto European Notebooks. Special Issue 01 (October 2015). Pp. 19-48. 
5 It should be recalled that ESDP operational missions of a military nature developed by 
the EU have been authorised by the United Nations Security Council, in the framework 
of which they have been carried out (Ibid.). 
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The variety of civilian missions deployed by the EU only confirms 
their potential. The EU has carried out a number of civilian rules 
of law missions (in Georgia, Iraq, Kosovo); police and security 
sector reform missions (Bosnia, Macedonia, Congo, Palestine, 
Afghanistan, Guinea-Bissau); monitoring missions (in Aceh 
[Indonesia], Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine); border assistance 
missions (Rafah); civil administration of territory missions (in 
Mostar); and various civil protection and humanitarian assistance 
missions. Thus, as De Castro Ruano (2015) points out, the EU 
essentially conceives CSDP as a policy of crisis management and 
post-conflict state reconstruction (p. 26).

We agree with De Castro Ruano (2015) when, in his analysis of 
the missions deployed, he concludes that most of the missions 
carried out are of a civilian nature, since they are more economical 
for the EU, as they are financed from the EU budget (p. 38). 
Other grounds are that they are politically less costly and require 
far fewer staff (p. 39). For these reasons, EU specialisation in this 
type of mission has been favoured in order to stabilise states in 
crisis6.

However, such missions do not exclude the possibility of military 
forces, as they can be complementary to civilian missions (p. 
39). In this regard, we cannot forget that the role of the CSDP 
is crisis management, which inevitably entails a wide range of 
missions with a military component. For its part, although a 
political-military alliance structured for collective defence, NATO 
has in recent years been taking on crisis management missions. 
It remains to be seen whether the conflict in Ukraine will change 
this perception of the work of both organisations in relation to 
crisis management, and even whether it will change the very 
concept of crisis management.

A framework for EU civilian and military missions: the strategic 
autonomy of the Union

As seen in the previous section, the CSDP has been characterised 
by its intervention in low-intensity crisis management through 

6 On this issue, see: Acosta Sánchez, M. A. (2008). La política europea de seguridad 
y defensa y la gestión de crisis internacionales: las operaciones Petersberg. Madrid, 
Dykinson. Pozo Serrano, P. (2005). La ampliación de las misiones de la Unión Europea 
en el ámbito de la Política Europea de Seguridad y Defensa. In: Ramón Chornet, C. 
(coord.). La política de seguridad y defensa en el Tratado Constitucional. Valencia, 
Tirant lo Blanch.
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its missions abroad. When the concept of strategic autonomy 
emerged from the Union7, it also became clear that a distinction 
should be made between autonomy of means and autonomy 
of ends8. Thus, as Csernatoni (2021b) points out, we could not 
justify the development of the Union’s military and technological 
capabilities if we were not going to use this potential, given 
the low level of CSDP missions (p. 10). This situation, together 
with the EU’s declining role in conflict resolution in the global 
strategic landscape, has favoured the extension of the concept 
of the Union’s strategic autonomy, although it continues to refer 
primarily to defence.

In support of a broader concept of EU strategic autonomy, our 
High Representative (2020) asserted that9:

‘In conflicts like Nagorno-Karabakh, Libya as well as Syria, 
we are witnessing a form of exclusion of Europe from the 
settlement of regional conflicts in favour of Russia and 
Turkey’10.

This statement was the starting point for laying the solid 
foundations for the Union’s strategic autonomy. If the exclusion of 
the European Union from conflict resolution was a process in the 
making, and strategic autonomy in technological matters called 
for stronger EU action in neighbouring conflicts, the foundations 
should be laid for a more robust crisis management role for our 
European regional organisation. In this respect, one of the most 
important foundations was strategic autonomy, and this concept 
is the framework for the Union’s civilian and military missions 
today. These considerations from recent years are all the truer 

7 On this concept, see: Molina García, M. J. and Benedicto Solsona, M. A. (2020). 
Autonomía estratégica bajo el prisma de la estrategia global europea: directrices de su 
marco regulatorio. In: Deusto European Notebooks. Issue 62/2020, pp. 59-98; Barqués, 
P. (2021). From ‘Resilience’ to Strategic Autonomy: A Shift in the Implementation of 
the Global Strategy? In: Policy Papers Series. Issue 9, pp. 1-16. Van den Abeele, E. 
(2021). Towards a new paradigm in open strategic autonomy? Working Paper 2021. 3.
8 García Pérez, R. (2020). Autonomía estratégica de la Unión Europea: una realidad 
incómoda. Unión Europea Aranzadi. Issue 4.
9 The concept of ‘strategic autonomy’ refers to the ‘capacity to act autonomously 
when and where necessary and with partners wherever possible’. This concept has 
been used by the Council in 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020 and most recently even 
by the European Council in October 2020 in its broadest sense, not only referring to 
technology and industry.
10 Borrell Fontelles, J. (2020). Why European Strategic Autonomy Matters. 3 
December 2020. [Accessed: 23 June 2022]. https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/
why-european-strategic-autonomy-matters_en 

https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/why-european-strategic-autonomy-matters_en
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/why-european-strategic-autonomy-matters_en
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in 2022 in light of Russia’s inclusion as one of the world’s conflict 
actors, making its role in crisis management all the more relevant.

Therefore, strategic autonomy in the broad sense, referring to the 
field of security and defence, undoubtedly implies a strengthening 
of civilian and military missions. It is thus worth highlighting the 
2013 European Council Conclusions11, when they state that:

‘The European Council calls on the Member States to deepen 
defence cooperation by improving the capacity to conduct 
missions and operations and by making full use of synergies 
to improve the development and availability of the required 
civilian and military capabilities [...]12‘.

Indeed, as Pontijas (2022) points out, the European Union’s 
strategic autonomy (EU Global Strategy, 2016) includes 
operational autonomy (civilian and military). In this sense, 
‘operational autonomy’ should be understood as the ability to 
plan and conduct solo, fully autonomous civilian and military 
operations and missions. However, this planning and leadership 
capability needs to be accompanied by the necessary political and 
military institutional framework, as well as relevant military and 
civilian capabilities. This is the challenge, as we will see below.

The EU’s Strategic Compass and civilian and military missions: 
act, invest, partner

We agree with Borrajo (2022), when he states that: ‘The 
implementation of strategic autonomy requires concrete strategic 
decisions at the highest political level’ (p. 8). There are two tools 
on this path towards strategic decision-making at the highest 
level: the EU Global Strategy (2016)13, and the Strategic 
Compass (2022)14. Unlike the EU Global Strategy, which received 

11 European Council. European Council Conclusions, (19/20 December 2013). EUCO 217/13 
CO EUR 15 / CONCL 8. Brussels, 19/20 December 2013. 1-2. 8. [Accessed: 23 June 2022]. 
Available at: https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-217-2013-INIT/en/pdf 
12 Emphasis added. 
13 ‘Shared Vision, Common Action: A Stronger Europe. A Global Strategy for the 
European Union’s Foreign And Security Policy.’ (June 2016). [Accessed: 27 June 2022]. 
Available at: https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eu-global-strategy_en 
14 Council of the European Union. ‘A Strategic Compass for Security and Defence - 
For a European Union that protects its citizens, defends its values and interests and 
contributes to international peace and security’, approved by the Council at its meeting 
on 21 March 2022. [Accessed: 01 July 2022]. Available at: https://data.consilium.
europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7371-2022-INIT/es/pdf 

https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-217-2013-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eu-global-strategy_en
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7371-2022-INIT/es/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7371-2022-INIT/es/pdf
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a relatively passive reception by the EU Council in 2016, the 
Strategic Compass (2022) has not only been adopted by Foreign 
and Defence Ministers but has also been endorsed by Heads of 
State and Government15.

In the framework of the EU’s Strategic Compass (Strategic 
Compass, 2022), and in particular in the ‘act’ section (p. 3), several 
aspects relating to the Union’s civilian and military missions are 
envisaged. The Union’s capacity to act swiftly and decisively, 
if possible, alone (autonomy once again) or with partners, is 
strengthened. To this end, the Strategic Compass envisages, as a 
first step, a strengthening of civilian and military CSDP missions 
and operations. This reinforcement involves granting much 
stronger and, above all, more flexible mandates. Such flexibility 
is necessary to achieve a more streamlined decision-making 
process, always based on financial solidarity, and the promotion 
of close cooperation with ad hoc missions and operations, led by 
Europe.

Notably, rapid deployment will be made possible, particularly for 
civilian CSDP, through a new Civilian Compact16, which will be 
available by mid-2023 at the latest (Strategic Compass, 2022: 
20). In the same line of action, the development of an EU Rapid 
Deployment Capability is advocated, allowing for the deployment 
of up to 5,000 military personnel for different types of crises, and 
in non-permissive environments17.

To achieve such a rapid deployment capability, the Strategic 
Compass (p. 3) envisages the need for increased readiness and 
cooperation, to enhance military mobility and regular real land and 
sea exercises from 2023 onwards (p. 19). Ultimately, however, 
the command and control structures need to be strengthened, 
especially the military planning and execution capability (available 
by 2025).

The Strategic Compass also calls for the creation of EU rapid 
response teams to combat hybrid threats. Such teams need to 
be able to adapt to threats and to draw on relevant military and 

15 Fiott, D. (2022). La Brújula Estratégica y la autonomía de la UE. Política exterior. 
Vol. 36, Issue 207, pp. 70-76.
16 Council Conclusions on strengthening civilian CSDP - Council Conclusions. (28 May 
2018). [Accessed: 27 June 2022]. https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/35380/
st09288-en18.pdf
17 https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/eu-rapid-deployment-capacity_en [Accessed: 
10 June 2022].

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/35380/st09288-en18.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/35380/st09288-en18.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/eu-rapid-deployment-capacity_en
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civilian sectoral expertise (national and EU) to assist Member 
States, CSDP missions and operations, and partner countries in 
combating hybrid threats (p. 22).

Finally, the EU is assured to have the capacity to deploy a civilian 
CSDP mission with 200 fully equipped experts18 within 30 days, 
even in complex environments19. In this way, the Civilian CDSP 
Compact allows us to strengthen our civilian missions while 
increasing their speed and effectiveness, as it sets targets on 
the type, number and size of civilian missions, the elements of a 
structured civilian capability development process and synergies 
with other EU instruments. The key, however, will be to streamline 
the decision-making process, strengthen operational planning 
and improve the selection and recruitment of staff, including 
specialised services (Strategic Compass, 2022: 16).

With regard to military missions, it is worth noting that the 
Strategic Compass is considering a date of mid-2022 to adapt 
our current military mission model and increase the effectiveness 
of these missions on the ground (p. 19). Similarly, in terms 
of military-civilian coherence, cooperation and coordination 
between military and civilian structures is proposed through the 
Joint Support Coordination Cell (p. 16).

But of course, the capacity to act will be inexcusably linked to 
investment. For this reason, the Strategic Compass sets out the 
need to make the most of permanent structured cooperation and 
the European Defence Fund to jointly develop cutting-edge military 
capabilities and invest in technological innovation for defence. The 
EU is also committed to innovation to improve energy efficiency 
in the defence sector, affecting CSDP missions and operations, 
without reducing its operational effectiveness (p. 35).

Ultimately, for the EU Council it is about finding common solutions 
to develop innovative capabilities in all operational areas, such as 
high-end platforms, combat air systems, and areas that require 
EU operations and missions. The creation of a new Defence 
Innovation Centre within the European Defence Agency is 
therefore envisaged (p. 4).

18 ‘... making full use of the essential logistics equipment and services provided by 
the strategic logistics warehouse and mission support platform’ (Strategic Compass, 
2022: 16).
19 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/es/press/press-releases/2022/03/21/a-
strategic-compass-for-a-stronger-eu-security-and-defence-in-the-next-decade/ 
[Accessed: 10 June 2022].

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/es/press/press-releases/2022/03/21/a-strategic-compass-for-a-stronger-eu-security-and-defence-in-the-next-decade/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/es/press/press-releases/2022/03/21/a-strategic-compass-for-a-stronger-eu-security-and-defence-in-the-next-decade/
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In any case, as the Strategic Compass (2022) states, to effectively 
implement the EU’s integrated approach, we will need to draw on 
all policies and instruments at the Union’s disposal and exploit 
the synergies of the different dimensions of our CSDP: security 
and development, internal and civilian security, and military and 
civilian dimensions (p. 13).

The Strategic Compass reminds us to reinforce:

‘our capacity to undertake the full range of civilian and 
military crisis management tasks that are at the core of our 
CSDP, as mentioned in Article 43 of the Treaty on European 
Union’ (p. 13).

In theory, this type of more robust, flexible, and modular civilian 
and military CSDP missions and operations should allow for 
agile adaptation to new threats and challenges. In this sense, 
the effectiveness of these missions on the ground would involve 
training and advising EU partners’ security and defence forces on 
structural reforms. The Strategic Compass implies a commitment 
to explore new possibilities to provide more targeted advice to 
partner countries’ security and defence organisations, and civilian 
and military missions cannot be left out. A strengthening of our 
strategic communication tools is therefore needed to better 
support our missions and operations (p. 14).

Ultimately, civilian, and military missions can serve as an 
instrument with a dual purpose: defending EU interests while 
protecting peace and security in the world. The Strategic Compass 
(2022) calls for mutual reinforcement of our CSDP missions and 
operations and European-led ad hoc missions and operations in 
the same locations (p. 15). Some of the regions mentioned in 
the document are: the Sahel, the Horn of Africa and the Strait of 
Hormuz. The Strategic Compass itself provides a timeline, stating 
that it has until the end of 2022 to forge links in some theatres of 
operations, for example between Operation EUNAVFOR Atalanta 
and the European Maritime Surveillance Mission in the Strait of 
Hormuz, and also in the Sahel (p. 19).

In this regard, it should be noted that civilian CSDP missions 
make a decisive contribution to civilian administration, politics, 
security sector reform and, ultimately, the rule of law in crisis 
areas (Strategic Compass, 2022: 15). Security challenges such 
as hybrid threats, terrorism, radicalisation and violent extremism, 
organised crime, and irregular migration can thus be addressed 
by the EU in a kind of comprehensive civilian response.
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In any case, it is worth mentioning that cooperation with 
partners20 is one of the pillars of the Strategic Compass, and it is 
here that civilian and military missions play a fundamental role. 
The conflict in Ukraine has indeed shown that the EU’s aspiration 
to become a global strategic actor can become a reality. But such 
an aspiration necessarily involves more intensive cooperation 
with a range of bilateral and multilateral partners.

Multilateral partners include NATO, the UN, as well as regional 
organisations such as the OSCE, the African Union and ASEAN. 
In the area of bilateral engagements, there is a need for 
partners with whom common values and interests are shared, 
while respecting existing political frameworks such as in the 
Western Balkans, the African continent, and the Indo-Pacific, 
and more specifically, in the light of events in Ukraine, the 
Eastern neighbours.

It should not be forgotten that bilateral partnerships are structured 
around three fundamental elements21, one of which is the 
participation of third countries in CSDP missions and operations. 
In this regard, the EU has traditionally worked to encourage their 
participation in civilian and military CSDP missions.

Going beyond multilateral and bilateral partnerships, as mentioned 
above, the EU must be able to react quickly to conflicts beyond 
our borders. In this respect, the Rapid Deployment Capability 
could be important. Its performance parameters, composition 
and financial resources will be detailed by the end of 2022, with 
the aim of achieving operational maturity by 2025, always on the 
basis of specific operational scenarios22.

20 https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/questions-and-answers-background-strategic-
compass_en#:~:text=PRINT-,Questions%20and%20answers%3A%20a%20
background%20for%20the%20Strategic%20Compass,-21.03.2022%20%20Brussels%20
Strategic (21 March 2022). [Accessed: 21 June 2022].
21 These three elements would be: security and defence dialogue and cooperation; 
third country participation in CSDP missions and operations; and supporting partners 
in capacity building. (21 March 2022). Available at: https://www.eeas.europa.eu/
eeas/questions-and-answers-background-strategic-compass_en#:~:text=PRINT-
,Questions%20and%20answers%3A%20a%20background%20for%20the%20
Strategic%20Compass,-21.03.2022%20%20Brussels%20Strategic [Accessed: 21 
June 2022]. 
22 https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/2022-03-21_eu-rapid-
deployment-capacity.pdf [Accessed: 21 June 2022].

https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/questions-and-answers-background-strategic-compass_en#
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/questions-and-answers-background-strategic-compass_en#
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/questions-and-answers-background-strategic-compass_en#
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/questions-and-answers-background-strategic-compass_en#
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/2022-03-21_eu-rapid-deployment-capacity.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/2022-03-21_eu-rapid-deployment-capacity.pdf
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EU civilian and military missions in the multilateral context: UN 
and NATO

Placing civilian and military missions in a broader, multilateral 
context, we must emphasise that capabilities will remain in the 
hands of Member States and will continue to be used in national 
frameworks. However, the multinational framework, such as NATO 
or the UN, has been gaining prominence in recent times23. This is 
important if we are to respond to new and emerging challenges 
such as climate change, pandemics, terrorism, organised crime, 
emerging and disruptive technologies and hybrid threats, 
including cyber-attacks and disinformation (Strategic Compass, 
2022: 40).

The strategic compass states very clearly that, to defend 
multilateralism based on the rules and principles of the UN Charter, 
we must strengthen the European Union’s strategic partnership 
with the United Nations (UN).

In this respect, the Union’s action must be consistent with 
UN action in the field of peace and security must be ensured. 
This strategic partnership and close cooperation is particularly 
evident through civilian and military missions and operations. 
The EU is working with the UN in many arenas. However, UN 
tasks and missions, complementary to those of the EU, should be 
promoted, strengthened and combined. Strengthening the UN-EU 
strategic partnership will undoubtedly involve strengthening this 
collaboration in peace operations and crisis management, even 
by implementing the new set of priorities on peace operations 
and crisis management for 2022-2024 (Strategic Compass, 
2022: 40).

Implementing this set of priorities would include increased 
operational coordination on the ground, as well as cooperation in 
contingency planning and mutual support. The legal instrument 
governing such cooperation-coordination will be the EU-UN 
Framework Agreement on mutual support for our respective 
missions and operations in the field24.

23 Bermejo, R. (2013). La política común de seguridad y defensa de la Unión Europea 
y sus relaciones con las Naciones Unidas: ¿continuidad o cambio tras el Tratado de 
Lisboa? Revista de Derecho Comunitario Europeo. Issue 44, p. 50.
24 Framework Agreement between the European Union and the United Nations for 
the Provision of Mutual Support in the context of their respective missions and field 
operations. OJ L 389/2. (19 November 2020). 
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Two of the cross-cutting areas of this cooperation will also be 
taken into consideration: promotion of the Women, Peace 
and Security Agenda and cooperation about children in armed 
conflict. Alongside these axes, the EU is committed to a third axis 
related to climate change and the environment, with the proposal 
for an environmental advisor for CSDP missions (Strategic 
Compass, 2022: 29). It also shows its commitment to reducing 
the environmental footprint of CSDP missions and operations, in 
line with the EU’s goal of achieving climate neutrality by 2050 in 
the framework of the European Green Deal (Strategic Compass, 
2022: 26). Such a commitment is made in an attempt not to 
reduce operational efficiency.

The current and future challenges outlined above require a more 
proactive approach to early warning, conflict prevention and 
mediation. This approach will necessarily permeate the relationship 
between the EU and the UN. In fact, a more structured exchange 
of information, with gender-sensitive conflict analysis, clearer 
strategic foresight and joint horizon scanning can help to improve 
coordination and mutual cooperation (Strategic Compass, 2022: 
40).

Similarly, and continuing at multilateral level, the current Russia-
Ukraine conflict has highlighted the factual cooperation already 
taking place between the European Union and NATO, and the 
importance of maintaining it.

From a strategic point of view, the Strategic Compass itself is 
clearly committed to the EU-NATO partnership, even promoting 
its strengthening. A coherent and coordinated approach based 
on the complementarity of both organisations is more necessary 
than ever. As Renedo Zalba (2022: 4) points out, in the longer 
term, a European pillar could even be created within NATO, which 
would fit perfectly with the philosophy that was at the basis of 
the so-called European Security and Defence Identity (ESDI) of 
the 1990s.

In this sense, the Strategic Compass makes a series of concrete 
and hopeful proposals on how to strengthen such collaboration. 
These proposals revolve around the intensification of political 
dialogue (Strategic Compass, 2022: 2, 4, 5 and 8), which would be 
achieved through improved information exchange, joint meetings, 
as well as joint high-level visits and joint declarations. But, in 
terms of civilian and military missions, the Strategic Compass 
proposes exploring much more defined cooperative actions in 
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terms of exercises, situational awareness, military mobility, and 
crisis management and maritime security operations. NATO’s 
involvement in the fight against hybrid threats and EU action is 
also referenced in the Strategic Compass (2022: 22).

We agree with De Castro Ruano (2015) when he states that: ‘A 
stronger CSDP is in the interests of both NATO and the EU as the 
two organisations should complement each other’ (p. 29). There 
are several reasons for this complementarity, some political, 
some military. The political reasons include that we find ourselves 
in the situation that some countries in the world would not accept 
NATO intervention, because of its overly security and defence 
connotations, while they would accept action by the European 
Union (p. 27). The conflict in Ukraine and the Russian position is 
a good illustration of this. Despite the ups and downs in Russia’s 
relations with the European Union, Putin’s greater receptiveness 
to the Union or some of its leaders has been clearly evident 
compared to NATO25. As for military reasons (p. 27), unlike NATO, 
the Union does not currently have the capabilities to deploy a 
consistent and permanent military operation, but it has proven to 
have a comprehensive approach to crisis management, which is 
highly useful and complementary.

In short, this complementarity between the EU and the two 
multilateral organisations (UN and NATO) must be at the heart of 
the deployment of civilian and military missions on the ground, 
based on coherence and considering the needs of the country in 
crisis.

EU civilian and military missions following the Ukraine conflict: 
a before and after?

First, it should be noted that work on the Strategic Compass 
began before the Russian invasion of Ukraine. All in all, we 
can say that the Compass is able to provide us with strategic 
guidance, with a comprehensive and long-term vision in relation 
to security and defence in the European Union. But the document 
has also been able to show the problems associated with the EU’s 
loss of protagonism in conflict management in the world, while 

25 See Putin’s remarks at the plenary session of the St. Petersburg Economic Forum: 
‘The EU is not a military organisation or a political-military bloc, unlike NATO. We have 
always said, and I have always said that our position is very consistent and clear on 
this. We have nothing against it’. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XbVohq3-hmQ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XbVohq3-hmQ
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at the same time Russia’s leading and destabilising role in the 
current geostrategic context has become more prominent and 
destabilising.

EU involvement in crisis management in Ukraine has highlighted 
not only political, but also financial, economic, social and 
defence support. It is worth recalling that the EU has also 
offered an unprecedented package of military support under the 
European Peace Facility 26, including lethal equipment, which is 
unprecedented. This instrument had a budget ceiling of 5.69 
billion euros for the period 2021-2027. However, since the 
outbreak of the conflict in Ukraine, the European Peace Facility 
has supported the Ukrainian armed forces with some 2 billion 
euros. The objective was clear: to show support for Ukrainian 
forces for them to defend their national sovereignty, territorial 
integrity and civilian population (Strategic Compass, 2022: 15).

However, we can venture to say that, once the conflict is over, this 
support for Ukraine will translate into the dispatch of a mission 
with civilian and military components to help rebuild a country 
devastated by unjustified aggression. The Strategic Compass is 
committed expanding the useful toolbox of civilian and military 
missions, while boosting military mobility within and outside the 
EU, so everything seems to point in that direction in relation to 
Ukraine.

This is the case according to the Statement of the Heads of State 
or Government, meeting in Versailles, 10 March 202227:

‘We are committed to provide support for the reconstruction 
of a democratic Ukraine once the Russian onslaught has 
ceased’.

But, going further, the challenge of the Ukraine crisis validates 
the Strategic Compass’ idea of the Union’s necessary support to 
Eastern partners, and the strengthening of our Organisation’s 

26 The European Peace Facility is a financial instrument outside the EU budget to 
finance the common costs of EU military operations, to support the peace operations 
of international or regional organisations, and to contribute to improving the defence 
capabilities of third countries. See: Council Decision (CFSP) 2021/509 of 22 March 
2021 establishing a European Peace Facility and repealing Decision (CFSP) 2015/528, 
OJEU L 102/14. (24 March 2021).
27 Statement of the heads of state or government, meeting in Versailles, on the 
Russian military aggression against Ukraine. (10 March 2022). https://www.consilium.
europa.eu/es/press/press-releases/2022/03/11/statement-of-the-heads-of-state-or-
government-on-the-russian-aggression-against-ukraine-10-03-2022/

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/es/press/press-releases/2022/03/11/statement-of-the-heads-of-state-or-government-on-the-russian-aggression-against-ukraine-10-03-2022/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/es/press/press-releases/2022/03/11/statement-of-the-heads-of-state-or-government-on-the-russian-aggression-against-ukraine-10-03-2022/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/es/press/press-releases/2022/03/11/statement-of-the-heads-of-state-or-government-on-the-russian-aggression-against-ukraine-10-03-2022/
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strategic partnership with NATO, the UN, and other partner 
countries, such as the US, Canada, Norway, UK, and Japan 
(Strategic Compass, 2022: 4). This partnership can have a 
positive impact on the launch and development of civilian and 
military missions outside the European Union.

In any case, it is worth asking whether, as Fernández Solá (2022) 
points out, when the war in Ukraine is over, it would not be 
better to start from a non-confrontational approach between the 
European Union and Russia, placing ourselves in the perspective 
of a broader strategic partnership. According to this author, we 
could speak of a Pan-European Security Agreement, which would 
allow cooperation in areas of mutual interest to the EU-Russia, 
such as the fight against international terrorism and even, in the 
medium-term, cooperation through an organisation capable of 
providing security from Vancouver to Vladivostok (p. 29). Such a 
proposal may be idealistic, but the author points to an option that 
may not be far-fetched: opening EU CSDP missions to Russian 
participation.

In any case, according to Renedo Zalba (2022: 1): ‘Defence 
policy, along with environment and health, can be expected to be 
one of the sectors with the largest increase in investment in the 
coming years’. Such investment in defence policy will necessarily 
have an impact on the EU’s civilian and military missions.

Conclusions

We agree with Renedo Zalba (2022: 3-4), when he states that 
one of the necessary changes to be made to the Union’s CSDP 
must be the development of the necessary capacities to achieve 
greater influence, ‘presence and operability’ of the Union in certain 
regions that are crucial in terms of its immediate geographical 
neighbourhood. He points to Europe’s lack of refuelling tanker 
aircraft and the air28 and sea transport capacity needed to deploy 
forces as major shortfalls. Also, that our regional organisation 
lacks the intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) 

28 The Strategic Compass (2022) states that: ‘... in the air domain by further 
developing our ability to undertake for the first time EU air security operations, 
including air support, rescue and evacuation, surveillance and disaster relief tasks. 
To facilitate the coordinated use of military air assets in support of CSDP missions 
and operations, we will also strengthen our collaboration and partnership with EU 
and multilateral structures and initiatives in the air domain, such as the European Air 
Transport Command’ (p. 15).
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capabilities required for today’s conflicts. These shortcomings 
have been remedied by the US in places where the Union has 
missions, such as the Sahel. In others, such as Afghanistan, 
following the US withdrawal, the EU has played an unremarkable 
role, while a clearer demonstration of its strategic autonomy 
would have been desirable.

Likewise, we align ourselves with positions that consider that 
Europe must come out of its ‘minority of age’ in foreign, security 
and defence policy (Renedo Zalba, 2022: 4). Such a process 
of growth can undoubtedly be helped by a more courageous 
deployment of civilian and military missions, choosing not only 
crises that are relatively easy to manage, but also complex ones 
where the Union’s role can be decisive. In principle, the choice 
of where to deploy missions should be guided by the interests 
of the European Union, not only economic, but also political 
or related to the control of terrorism or the flow of migrants 
and refugees. But being more ambitious, we could even speak 
of civilian and military missions as a decisive tool in exporting 
the common values of the European Union29. The material and 
operational shortcomings demonstrated so far cannot be an 
obstacle.

The Strategic Compass can help to alleviate such executive 
deficiencies. We agree with Arteaga (2022) that it is noteworthy 
that this document speaks of the approval of funds for military 
mobility (funds that had previously been cut) and holding joint 
military exercises (p. 2). We also agree with this author when 
he states that the establishment of the EU Rapid Deployment 
Capability is less relevant as it will consist of the existing 
Battlegroups and their support elements, some 1,500 troops, 
together with other national units and support up to 5,000. The 
question is that deployment of this capability will depend on the 
will of the Member States. In this sense, and even if this will 

29 The Strategic Agenda 2019-2024 endorsed by the European Council sets as a 
priority ‘promoting European interests and values on the global stage and to do so by 
acting with greater determination and effectiveness in exerting our influence, giving 
clearer priority to our interests and harnessing all policies to that end’ (Communication 
from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council, the Council, 
the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. 
Europe in May 2019: preparing for a more united, stronger, and more democratic 
Union in a world of growing uncertainty. Contribution of the European Commission to 
the informal EU-27 leaders’ meeting in Sibiu (Romania) on 9 May 2019. [Accessed: 27 
June 2022]. at https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/1/2019/ES/COM-2019-
218-F1-ES-MAIN-PART-1.PDF 

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/1/2019/ES/COM-2019-218-F1-ES-MAIN-PART-1.PDF
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/1/2019/ES/COM-2019-218-F1-ES-MAIN-PART-1.PDF
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be made more flexible, we must bear in mind that the Military 
Planning and Conduct Capability (MPCC) would not be available 
until 2025 and that its comprehensive approach still needs to be 
perfected (Arteaga, 2022: 2).

In any case, in the light of the Strategic Compass (2022), 
capabilities related to intelligence and cyber defence will be 
improved in relation to CSDP missions, and this seems to us to be 
an important shortcoming that needs to be remedied. Once again, 
the Strategic Compass (2022) offers a guide for our missions. It 
calls for improved cooperation between EU and Member States’ 
cyber defence actors. Mechanisms should be developed to 
leverage capabilities at EU level, in particular in the context of 
CSDP missions (p. 23).

Another recently opened avenue that can help the proper 
development of civilian and military missions, in accordance 
with the current geostrategic context, is the concept of ‘strategic 
solidarity’. Thus, on 3 March 2021, NATO’s Secretary General 
already stated that the EU could not defend Europe alone and 
called for “strategic solidarity” with NATO30. This statement and 
request have proven to be very accurate in light of the conflict in 
Ukraine.

The conflict in Ukraine brings us closer to two options that may 
prove fruitful, once Russian military intervention in the country 
is over. The first, in the short term after the end of the conflict, 
is the deployment of an EU mission with civilian and military 
components to assist in the reconstruction of a country shattered 
by an aggression that seems to be dragging on for a long time. 
The second, in the longer term and after the wounds of the 
‘broken’ EU-Russia relationship have healed, is accepting Russian 
participation in EU CSDP missions.

The latter proposal is part of a broad strategic partnership. This 
partnership would have to include not only the usual multilateral 
(UN, NATO) or bilateral partners, but also others, such as 
Russia, considering the most recent and no doubt disconcerting 
conflict experience. The Union seems aware of the need for our 
partners to contribute more and more actively to CSDP missions, 
without discriminating between them: Eastern partners (Ukraine, 

30 https://www.europapress.es/internacional/noticia-stoltenberg-dice-ue-no-puede-
defender-sola-europa-pide-solidaridad-estrategica-otan-20210303165300.html. 
[Accessed: 27 June 2022]. 

https://www.europapress.es/internacional/noticia-stoltenberg-dice-ue-no-puede-defender-sola-europa-pide-solidaridad-estrategica-otan-20210303165300.html
https://www.europapress.es/internacional/noticia-stoltenberg-dice-ue-no-puede-defender-sola-europa-pide-solidaridad-estrategica-otan-20210303165300.html
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Georgia, Moldova), African partners31, Latin American partners, 
Western Balkans, Central and South-East Asia. The EU is keen 
to help partners build their capacity to contribute to CSDP 
missions and operations. This reaffirms a trend, considering the 
improvement implemented in 2021 on the modalities of third 
states’ participation in CSDP missions and operations, when a 
higher level of information sharing was ensured in all phases of 
planning (Strategic Compass, 2022: 44).

Another lesson learned from the Ukraine conflict concerns 
disinformation and affects our CSDP missions. Aware of this 
problem, the Strategic Compass (2022) envisages developing 
a set of EU instruments32 to address and tackle information 
manipulation and interference by foreign actors, particularly in 
our CSDP missions and operations (p. 22).

In short, we can affirm that we are moving towards a 
strengthening of the European security and defence architecture, 
which significantly affects the civilian and military missions of 
our organisation. The Strategic Compass (2022) clearly calls 
for strengthening these missions, with attention to equipment 
and readiness, as well as agility in decision-making and rapid 
deployment processes. Embedding these missions in the concept 
of strategic autonomy would entail a more active participation 
of these missions in conflicts that are not only of low intensity, 
to strengthen the role of the European Union in the defence of 
peace and security in the world. Strategic partnerships would 
play an important role in this regard, both at multilateral level 
(UN, NATO) and at bilateral level, by increasing the participation 
of third states in such missions.

One only must look at the Annual Report on the Common Security 
and Defence Policy (CSDP) (2022) to see how it focuses on the 
development of the Union’s security and defence doctrine through 
the Strategic Compass, CSDP missions and operations, and crisis 
management. The foundations are in place, and the conflict in 

31 The EU-AU Summit in February 2022 and its outcome should be taken into 
consideration. Thus, the Union committed to increase support to African-led autonomous 
peace operations, in particular through EU missions and assistance measures. Similarly, 
the EU expressed its intention to organise joint field visits with the AU and to achieve 
closer coordination at planning and implementation levels of operations (Strategic 
Compass, 2022: 45).
32 In line with the European Democracy Action Plan. [Accessed: 27 June 2022]. Available at: 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/new-push-european-democracy/
european-democracy-action-plan_es 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/new-push-european-democracy/european-democracy-action-plan_es
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/new-push-european-democracy/european-democracy-action-plan_es
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Ukraine has only accelerated this building process. We will keep 
an eye on developments. It is only a matter of time before 
the EU finds its security and defence role in such a convulsive 
geostrategic context.
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Chapter Five

European strategic autonomy and major powers
José Luis Calvo Albero

Introduction

Whenever the term ‘strategic autonomy’ is mentioned as an 
aspiration for the future of the European Union, the idea inevitably 
arises that we are witnessing the emergence of a great power 
with its capital in Brussels. In reality, this need not be exactly 
the case, nor would it be an automatic consequence should the 
EU ever achieve an acceptable degree of strategic autonomy. 
Nevertheless, the idea of a new European geopolitical power, on 
an equal footing with the United States and China and clearly 
superior to Russia or India, is a recurring image in any forum 
discussing strategic autonomy.

A continental Europe becoming a major geopolitical actor would 
clearly have consequences for the other major geopolitical actors, 
those that are or feel already consolidated. Their first reaction to 
the idea is usually one of hostility, and this affects both a normally 
friendly and allied power like the United States and the often 
distrustful and hostile Russia. One more player in the great power 
game always needs to find its place on the world chessboard, 
and in the process of seeking its space it often invades, alters, or 
interferes with the space of others.
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However, a deeper analysis may lead to less alarming conclusions. 
The emergence of a European power could alter the complex 
balances between great powers in a way that is beneficial to some 
and detrimental to others. It all depends on how Europe positions 
itself on the world stage, what kind of great power it wants to 
be, and how assertive or flexible it is in logically defending its 
interests.

In any case, all of today’s major powers view the possible 
emergence of a Europe that is autonomous in its decisions, and 
capable and self-sufficient in implementing them, with initial 
mistrust. Guided by this mistrust, some have already done what 
they can to hinder the process, although none have done so in 
an overly aggressive manner. The UK’s departure from the EU 
deprived it of the most capable and least scrupulous member 
to play a relevant role on the global geopolitical stage. What is 
left after Brexit, except for France, is not normally perceived as 
a threat, although an eventual coherence in its external action 
that would endow it with a certain strategic autonomy could turn 
this conglomerate of rather apathetic states into something much 
more dangerous. Great powers are born when they realise, they 
have the potential to become great powers.

This chapter will attempt to analyse how three of today’s major 
powers view the process of European consolidation that could 
lead to the EU being endowed with at least some degree of 
strategic autonomy. The United States is seen as a traditional 
ally and friend, but also wary of a more united Europe. Russia as 
an actor that is often hostile and always difficult to deal with, but 
could see some advantages in a more autonomous EU. Finally, 
we will attempt to analyse a China whose attitude towards 
a greater European role in the world is, in many respects, a 
mystery.

There will no doubt be other interesting actors missing and 
their attitude towards a more politically united and strategically 
autonomous Europe could also be of great importance. India, 
above all, whose position between the two great blocs currently 
taking shape in the world, liberal and authoritarian, could be 
decisive in tipping the balance in one direction or the other. 
Brazil, Japan, South Korea, and Australia are also seen as decisive 
players for the coming decades. In any case, an analysis of how 
the big three might perceive and react to a stronger and more 
autonomous Europe can, to some extent, be extrapolated to the 
actions of other smaller powers.
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The nature of strategic autonomy

The concept of strategic autonomy in the European Union has always 
been closely linked to the development of a common security and 
defence policy. Specifically, as the high representative Josep Borrell 
recalls, it was born in the area of defence industry (Borrell, 2020). 
The EU itself is aware of the incompleteness of this vision because 
strategic autonomy, as a general concept, is much more than 
just defence, and includes economic, technological and resource 
availability aspects. Consequently, the concept was broadened to the 
Council’s 2016 definition: the ability to act autonomously when and 
where necessary and with partners where possible (Borrell, 2020).

Not that it is an overly clarifying definition, but that is common 
in EU documents, drafted under the heavy filter of consensus. 
However, it defines the essential point: that the EU must be able to 
make its own decisions and act accordingly without relying on other 
actors. Reassuring words are then added, ‘and with partners where 
possible’, to make it clear that strategic autonomy does not mean 
unilateralism, and that the Union will not use its potential autonomy 
to act on its own, at its own risk, in isolation from other actors.

As an exercise in realism, perhaps it is worth remembering that 
in today’s world no one enjoys complete strategic autonomy, not 
even in the narrow field of security and defence. Some actors, 
such as the United States and Russia, do have the capacity to 
launch military operations, alone or almost alone, and despite 
opposition from large sections of the international community, 
but it is also true that such adventures rarely succeed.

If we broaden the concept of strategic autonomy and enter into 
the complexity of the financial, industrial, technological and 
supply world, the picture becomes even clearer. No one is self-
sufficient and those who try to be self-sufficient often plunge 
their people into misery. Our interconnected world does not 
benefit lone wolves, and that is a blessing, for it also serves to 
moderate temptations to impose one’s will on others. Others 
matter, sometimes a lot.

Why, then, does the European Union want to achieve an autonomous 
strategy that is so illusory? The Union aspires to something more 
modest than an absolute state of autonomy. Efforts are aimed at 
achieving an acceptable degree of self-sufficiency in some basic 
capabilities that will enable the EU to collaborate with others on 
an equal rather than a subordinate basis. Europe’s peculiar post-
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World War II evolution has created many excessive dependencies 
and the quest for strategic autonomy is a European attempt to 
free itself from such heavy burdens.

Probably the best-known dependency is the military one, and 
it is precisely the term ‘strategic autonomy’ that emerged to 
refer to it and to denounce its excesses. Western Europe was 
totally dependent on the United States for its defence during the 
Cold War. The fall of the Soviet Union did not end this situation 
because Europeans continued to rely on the US military umbrella 
and take advantage of it to enjoy the peace dividend without 
spending too much on their own military capabilities. The result 
was humiliations such as that suffered in the wars in the former 
Yugoslavia, when conflicts on European soil could only be stopped 
when the United States decided to intervene, logically on its own 
terms and defending its own interests.

Another dependency that has become increasingly visible in recent 
times is energy dependency. Europe has few energy resources of its 
own and the European Union even fewer, as North Sea oil is off-limits 
to the Union. Dependence on Russian oil, and especially Russian 
gas, has only increased in recent decades and little effort has been 
made to moderate this situation1. The Ukraine crisis has highlighted 
the enormous vulnerability of resigning oneself to such dependence, 
although it should be said that Russia’s aggression in Ukraine relied 
not only on Europe’s dependence on its energy products but also on 
its military weakness. The combination of these two dependencies 
is a devastating formula for a European Union that aspires to play a 
relevant and independent role on the world stage.

Technology dependence is of growing importance, the best-known 
manifestations of which have come in the wake of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Difficulties in keeping European markets supplied with 
key products, such as state-of-the-art microchips, stem largely 
from the fact that Europe has lagged behind in the production of 
this type of cutting-edge technology (Amaro, 2022). This is not 
an exclusively European problem, as it also affects technology 
giants such as China and the United States, albeit to a different 
extent. Latest generation microchips are essentially manufactured 

1 This is also due to a very complex situation, especially with regard to natural gas. 
Russia is the world’s largest producer of natural gas, the infrastructure for supplying 
Europe is already in place, the decarbonisation process has given more weight to gas 
than coal, and the aversion of many European countries to nuclear power has pushed 
them into the hands of natural gas (Anderson, 2008).
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in South Korea and Taiwan, albeit because of a long chain of 
patents, raw materials, components and machine tools in which 
Europe is less involved than Washington or Beijing2.

The fact is that Europe has the human, scientific and industrial 
capital to compete well in the global technology race, but political 
fragmentation and market regulation have so far hindered the 
emergence of large European technology giants, in contrast to 
the major American or Chinese companies in this sector. The 
European Commission is aware of this vulnerability, which became 
evident during the pandemic when there was a widespread 
shortage of state-of-the-art microchips. As a result, the European 
Union Chips Act, approved in 2021, plants to invest up to 43 
billion euros to ensure that 20 % of the microchips produced by 
2030 are manufactured in Europe (European Commission, 2022).

Finally, aside from energy and microchips, Europe suffers 
from obvious dependencies in global supply chains, which are 
nonetheless common to most state actors in the world. It is 
utopian to expect to achieve a significant degree of autonomy in 
this field, although the experience of the pandemic has led to the 
promotion of a process of renationalisation —especially of certain 
products of strategic interest— to avoid shortages in the event 
of a global emergency. It may be possible to somewhat reduce 
dependence on some products over time and, above all, for EU 
countries to achieve a more balanced and diversified situation 
in terms of suppliers in the future. However, self-sufficiency in 
almost all types of supply is not to be expected.

In short, the European Union’s lack of strategic autonomy stems 
first and foremost from its shortcomings in the field of external 
action, especially hard external action, in which military and 
security capabilities are essential. It is not so much that EU 
partners do not have these capabilities, but rather that the Union 
does not yet have the instruments to use them coherently. Even 
on the less hardline side of diplomacy, the EU’s External Action 
Service has vastly diminished powers compared to Member 
States’ foreign ministries.

Secondly, the EU’s lack of strategic autonomy also stems from 
its poor position in global markets, especially in the two key 
areas of energy and technology, both of which are also closely 

2 TSMC, for example, the world’s largest producer of microchips is a Taiwan-based 
company, but with capital from 645 international owners, mostly American (Fintel@, 
2022). 
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related to security and defence. This is an area where the Union 
can do more in the short and medium-term, as it has the legal 
instruments to do so. Both the pandemic and the war in Ukraine 
have demonstrated European vulnerabilities and provoked major 
reactions in EU bodies.

The American friend

The United States was the guarantor of Western European security 
throughout the Cold War and fulfilled this commitment primarily 
through NATO, but also through bilateral defence and mutual 
assistance agreements with several European countries. Although 
not without its tensions, this situation was initially advantageous 
for both sides and with time and the end of the Cold War it came 
increasingly into question, by both Europe and the United States. 
Despite doubts, Europeans were never able to develop a credible 
alternative to the guarantees offered by US military power.

As in all human relations, a relationship of excessive and 
prolonged dependence between countries is often unhealthy. 
The side defended tends to perceive its defender as abusing the 
situation, and this is often the case. The fact is that the defender 
can also consider the defendant as a free rider, especially if it has 
the capacity to build its own defence and does not use it.

The defence of Europe, which during the Cold War involved the 
possibility of having to resort to the use of nuclear weapons, was 
always a problem for the United States. Keeping forces deployed 
in Europe was a major burden on US coffers, something that 
became more apparent than ever when Washington became 
involved in the long-running Vietnamese conflict. On the other 
hand, the prospect that a Soviet attack in Europe would put the 
United States in a position to respond with nuclear weapons, thus 
initiating a likely armageddon, was always a source of doubt. 
The relaxation of the conditions for using nuclear weapons in 
Europe during the 1960s, in an evolution of the Eisenhower-era 
rigid doctrine of massive retaliation in case of attack, eventually 
provoked a crisis in NATO that culminated in France’s exit from 
the military structure in 1966 (Gavin, 2001).

The issue of America’s over-commitment to Europe’s defence, and 
the effort that this entailed, came to the fore again in the 1990s 
following the disappearance of the Soviet threat. Successive US 
presidents, from Bill Clinton to Obama, turned the message that 
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Europe should spend more on its defence into a mantra, but Europe 
did not spend more but less and the US gradually withdrew forces 
from the European theatre. Nevertheless, Europe demonstrated 
during the wars in the former Yugoslavia that it needed American 
military power, not to confront a Soviet danger that no longer 
existed, but to deal with minor conflicts on European soil.

The US armed forces had undergone a revolution in their combat 
procedures, already adapted to the digital era, from which Europe 
was still far removed in the 1990s, but also fifteen years later (in 
2011) in Libya. The progressive inability of European allies to 
interoperate militarily with US forces exasperated Washington, 
which again called in the crucial year of 2014 (Ukraine crisis and 
Daesh penetration in Iraq) for its NATO allies to spend at least 2 
per cent of their gross domestic product on defence (Davis and 
Chamberlain 2014). Then came Hurricane Trump who, with little 
diplomatic tact, branded his allies as little more than parasites. 
Despite this, he increased force levels in Europe slightly, although 
he threatened dramatic measures, such as withdrawing forces 
from Germany, the traditional heartland of US military presence 
in Europe for the past seventy years (Stewart and Ali, 2020).

Trump was merely the outspoken herald of a sentiment that 
many US political leaders, Republican and Democrat alike, share: 
Europeans are taking undue advantage of America’s willingness 
to guarantee their security and defence. And that is expensive, 
especially at a time when another superpower, China, is emerging 
that requires most of America’s attention and military deterrence.

However, the US attitude towards European rearmament has 
always been somewhat ambiguous. Greater national defence 
spending is encouraged but there is a strong distrust of the 
development of a common security and defence policy within the 
EU framework. The reasons for this attitude are easy to understand 
while the United States protests the defence dependence of its 
European allies on Washington, this dependence is actually very 
beneficial to the US. The United States remains indispensable to 
Europeans, and European states are enormously valuable allies 
for Washington. The prospect of a European Union with increased 
security and defence capabilities dramatically reducing its military 
dependence on the United States would not, however, be so rosy.

A more independent EU would not so automatically align itself 
with Washington’s interests and would increase the likelihood 
that it would become a competitor over time. Europe’s economic 
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potential is not far removed from that of the US, and major 
disputes have already arisen over economic issues. However, 
defence dependence tends to neutralise these misunderstandings 
since alignment with Washington is obligatory, especially in times 
of crisis. The United States feels more secure with a Europe of 
states than with a united Europe.

Despite these misgivings, the US attitude cannot be described as 
hostile towards the EU. If anything, to prevent a Union that clearly 
goes beyond the limits of a purely economic organisation with 
the necessary associated legal and political aspects. A European 
entity with the capacity for external action, and especially defence, 
would signal a red line that the United States would prefer not to 
be crossed. But united or not, Washington is aware that it will have 
to continue to count on Europe as a preferred ally and partner.

The Russian threat

Russia should not necessarily be a threat to Europe. If one were 
to ask a Russian, he or she would most likely observe that it is 
rather the rest of Europe that has historically posed a threat to 
Russia, with the annoying tradition of invading its territory from 
time to time. Moreover, Russia is clearly part of European culture 
and identity, having exerted decisive influences throughout 
history in shaping what we know today as Europe.

However, at the present time, amid the war in Ukraine, it is 
difficult to analyse European security and not see Russia as a 
threat. The behaviour of Putin’s Russia has clearly shattered what 
little remained of Europe’s security architecture and turned part 
of the continent into a battlefield. Moreover, the risk of conflict 
spillover, and even the possibility that an overmatched Russia 
could end up using nuclear weapons, make this the most serious 
crisis in Europe since World War II.

Despite this situation and Russia’s brutal behaviour, it is clear 
from Russian-Ukrainian negotiations that Moscow would consider 
Ukraine’s NATO membership an unacceptable threat but would be 
willing to accept its candidacy for EU membership. Coming from 
a security-obsessed actor like Russia, this stance tells us a lot 
about how the EU is viewed in Moscow: simply as an irrelevant 
actor. In no way a threat.

Russia’s attitude towards the EU’s Common Security and Defence 
Policy (CSDP) is ambiguous. On the one hand, like the US, 
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but for different reasons, Moscow would prefer a cosmetic and 
economically focused EU to a more solid entity with geopolitical 
and security aspirations. Russia knows that European countries, 
except for the UK, now outside the EU, and to some extent 
France, are weak in isolation. The problem is that, if a stronger 
union is ever consolidated, the EU’s economic, demographic, and 
even military power would be far greater than that of Russia. 
Moscow’s initial stance towards a more autonomous EU with 
greater defensive capabilities would thus be negative.

However, the Kremlin leadership is also aware of the enormous 
difficulties facing the idea of a Europe of defence. They are 
also aware of the controversy over eventual competition 
between NATO and the EU in the future, and the unease that 
CSDP sometimes arouses in the United States. In this sense, 
and insofar as the development of the CSDP might provoke rifts 
between Washington and its European allies, Moscow may find it 
an opportunity to weaken its potential Western adversaries. The 
Russian position would thus be more flexible and probably more 
favourable to the development of a Europe of defence provided 
two conditions are met. First, that such a development would be 
disruptive to relations between NATO allies on both sides of the 
Atlantic. Second, that it should not lead to Europe becoming a 
military superpower.

Moscow is also aware that France and Germany exercise a strong 
influence in the EU, two countries that have always been committed 
to a collaborative relationship with Moscow, at least until the 
invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Other ‘big’ EU members, such as Italy 
and Spain, also maintain a less bellicose attitude towards Russia, 
and one would have to look to the Eastern partners, especially 
Poland and the Baltic States, to find a manifestly hostile attitude. 
What worries Vladimir Putin is really the United States, which he 
identifies as an unmitigated adversary, and its staunch allies in 
Europe. Now that the UK has left the EU, only second and third 
tier countries show hostility towards Russia, although in recent 
months anti-Russian sentiment has soared in Europe in the wake 
of the Ukraine crisis.

The Ukraine crisis has upended this pattern somewhat, not least 
because there has been a much harsher reaction in the European 
Union than Putin expected. The most far-reaching change, if it 
materialises in practice, is Chancellor Scholz’s decision to end 
Germany’s traditional ‘Ostpolitik’ of rapprochement with Russia 
(Barber, 2022). The indefinite closure of the Nord Stream II 
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pipeline and the plan to invest 100 billion euros over the next few 
years to rearm Germany show a different, much tougher attitude 
and a shift from détente to deterrence.

Something similar can be said of the decision of two EU partners, 
Sweden, and Finland, to apply for Atlantic Alliance membership. 
This was a particularly hard blow for Moscow because it would 
place a NATO ally (Finland) on its border, which also runs for 
1,340 kilometres, putting NATO dangerously close to Russia’s 
large naval base at Murmansk on the White Sea. Swedish and 
Finnish NATO membership would also turn the Baltic Sea into an 
allied lake and threaten Russian supremacy in the Arctic.

On top of this, the EU has also been particularly tough in applying 
sanctions on Russia (much more than expected) despite the 
reluctance of some countries, especially in terms of cutting off 
energy supplies from Russia. Furthermore, the EU has diverted 
some 2 billion euros from the European Peace Facility to supply 
weapons and military equipment to Ukraine. This strong reaction 
to Russia’s aggression has been closely linked with the position 
of the High Representative for Foreign Affairs, Josep Borrell, who 
has been particularly harsh towards Moscow’s actions.

Despite any hostile drift by the EU, Moscow’s attitude remains in 
some respects more moderate than, for example, towards NATO3. 
It is also true that, as in Trump’s United States, Putin prefers to 
engage not with the representatives of the European Union per 
se, but with the leaders of its various Member States. During the 
Ukraine crisis, the Russian president has maintained preferential 
contact with French President Emmanuel Macron4 and to a lesser 
extent with German Chancellor Olaf Scholz.

In any case, Russia’s strategy is always divisive: its aim is to 
create divisions between Europe and the United States and also, 
to a lesser extent, divisions within the Union itself, to hinder its 
future development. In the Kremlin’s view, the West is probably 
a single enemy with the United States as its undisputed leader 
and the Europeans as its loyal, or not so loyal, followers. Thus, 

3 On 17 June 2022, Putin publicly declared that he had no problem with Ukraine’s EU 
candidacy, which ‘is not a military alliance, like NATO’.
4 Macron has developed a special relationship with Putin that has allowed him to speak 
with Putin several times over the three months of war. France also holds the rotating 
presidency of the European Union during this period. In any case, it is unclear whether 
this relationship is anything more than an instrument for Putin to obtain information 
and publicise his message (De Lange, 2022).
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any strategy that contributes to breaking the links between the 
various components of this ‘Western world’ is a step in the right 
direction. To this end it has very useful allies within the EU itself, 
most notably Hungarian President Viktor Orbán, a recognised 
supporter of Russia even in the most difficult times.

Moscow has also been variably supportive of any phenomenon 
that might have a disruptive effect on the EU. His possible support 
for the Brexit option in the 2016 UK referendum has been much 
discussed. There is in fact little evidence that these endorsements 
went further than using Russian government-controlled news 
platforms such as Russia Today or Sputnik to favour the option of 
breaking with the EU in the referendum (Wintour, 2018).

In this regard, the links of Vladimir Putin’s regime with various 
extreme right-wing political parties and organisations are also 
well known. Perhaps the most publicised support has been the 
funding of Marine Le Pen’s French National Front with 11 million 
euros in 2014, coinciding with the Russian occupation of Crimea 
and the pro-operation stance of Le Pen’s party (Gatehouse, 2017). 
Endorsements, however, have been granted in other countries, 
even if the facts about this are obscure and only sporadically come 
to light, as in the scandal of the Austrian coalition government 
broken in 2019 over allegations of Russian funding received by 
one of its partners, the far-right Freedom Party (Datta, 2022). 
The idyll between Putin and European far-right parties is based 
as much on ideological coincidences as on strategic calculations. 
The Russian regime represents the anti-liberal ideology espoused 
by most of these parties, while the attitude of the European far 
right towards the European Union, and sometimes even NATO, 
is extremely critical. By sowing into the political camp of the 
extreme right Putin is trying to achieve what the USSR failed to 
achieve by supporting the extreme left during the Cold War.

The Chinese unknown

China is the EU’s third largest customer (10.2% of its exports) 
and its main supplier of goods (22.4% of its imports) according 
to 2021 data (Eurostat, 2022). The biggest disputes between 
Brussels and Beijing are related to respect for human rights, 
intellectual property and the sometimes excessive penetration 
of Chinese companies in European companies and infrastructure. 
None of these disputes is of crucial gravity. In addition, the EU-
China Comprehensive Agreement on Investment (CAI) opened 
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the door to a new era of economic relations. However, the 
invasion of Ukraine has significantly skewed this hitherto positive 
relationship.

The CAI has not yet been ratified, nor is it likely to be in the near 
future, at least as long as China refuses to condemn Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine (Yuen Yee, 2022). Moreover, alignment with 
the US because of the conflict inevitably pushes the EU towards 
a harder line towards China. While it is NATO rather than the EU 
that the US seeks to engage in a new strategy of containment 
towards China, the outcome of such a strategy will inevitably 
have consequences for the Brussels-Beijing relationship.

As with Russia, China maintains an ambiguous stance towards 
the possibility of a European Union that is more consolidated as 
a global actor and with military and economic capabilities that 
would allow it to enjoy greater strategic autonomy. On the one 
hand, it would prefer to deal bilaterally with each European 
country rather than with a strengthened EU, which would be a 
much tougher negotiator and an even tougher competitor in the 
global balance. On the other, the prospect of increased European 
strategic autonomy limiting its dependence on the United States 
and ultimately weakening the link between the two is an attractive 
one.

The difference with Russia is that China is a distant actor, it does 
not pose a military threat to European territory, and its economic 
weight is so important that at least acceptable relations must be 
maintained. If cutting economic ties with Russia after the invasion 
of Ukraine is a severe test for European economies, cutting ties 
with China seems simply unthinkable, on pain of major economic 
catastrophe.

The traditional European strategy towards China, like that of 
the US, was based on the assumption that the modernisation 
of Chinese society and the country’s economic prosperity would 
eventually lead to progressive democratisation. This would make 
China a much closer actor to the West and much easier to deal 
with. This strategy suffered from over-optimism at the outset 
because China’s democratisation would not necessarily mean 
that it would become a less active global competitor and throw 
itself into the arms of the West. Moreover, the passage of time 
has shown that such an eventual democratisation process is far 
less likely than initially thought. On the contrary, the Communist 
Party regime tends to be increasingly authoritarian, and China’s 
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virtually non-existent historical experience with democracy does 
not lead its people to demand it on the streets. Confucianism, or 
rather the curious combination of Confucianism and communism 
currently practised by the Beijing regime, seems to enjoy solid 
popular acceptance (Harsha, 2020).

The alternative is coexistence with a China that has no signs of 
becoming either democratic or an ally of the West, but which 
on the other hand does not express expansionist or aggressive 
intentions beyond the economic sphere. China’s most aggressive 
discourse focuses on reclaiming its national territory, especially 
Taiwan, and on geographic control of areas it considers essential 
to maintain the trade flows that feed the country. These areas 
are currently limited to the South China Sea and the East China 
Sea, although there is every indication that China’s ambitions will 
quickly extend to the Indian Ocean. In short, it is a demand for 
presence and control in areas of influence close to Chinese territory 
that is reminiscent of Russia’s ambitions for its ‘near abroad’, but 
also of US ambitions for Central America, for example. The usual 
major power strategy of maintaining control of adjacent areas for 
their own security.

It seems unlikely, therefore, that China intends to extend 
its direct political and military influence much beyond what it 
considers its ‘zones of interest’ and is unlikely to lead to a clash 
with Europe at least in the short to medium-term. The situation 
is very different with the United States, which is unambiguously 
pursuing a strategy of containment of China, militarily supporting 
Taiwan, establishing alliances in the Pacific that are very negative 
for Chinese interests, or carrying out naval presence actions in 
the disputed areas of the South China Sea to guarantee freedom 
of navigation.

There are essentially two scenarios in which Europe and China 
may enter into a confrontational situation in the near future: the 
first would be a consequence of European support for the United 
States in its strategy to contain China in the Pacific; the second 
that, at some point, Chinese economic penetration in Africa 
or Europe is such that it comes to be perceived not only as a 
competition for resources and markets, but also as a security 
threat.

The war in Ukraine has increased the likelihood of the first 
hypothesis, although not yet dramatically. Beijing’s ambiguous 
stance on Russian aggression has not improved its relations 
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with Europe, but precisely because it is ambiguous it has not 
made them much worse either. It would take explicit Chinese 
support for Russia, by delivering military materials or actions 
that could help neutralise sanctions against Moscow, for relations 
between Europe and China to enter a tense phase. However, if 
the war is protracted, the situation could progressively lead to an 
acrimonious stand-off.

The US will seek to draw NATO into the Indo-Pacific to support its 
China containment strategy, but this could also have repercussions 
for the EU-Beijing relationship. Of the 27 EU members, 23 are 
also NATO members or have applied for NATO membership in 
the short-term and it is easy to identify the interests of the two 
organisations as overlapping. An active NATO presence in the 
Indo-Pacific would have a negative effect on relations between 
Brussels and Beijing, although Chinese leaders would still likely 
continue to privilege the EU as an independent interlocutor to the 
US.

In contrast to Russia, China’s activity in using the often-divergent 
positions of the US and the EU as an element of division and 
fracture is still limited. Although China’s diplomacy has become 
more aggressive in recent years under Xi Jing Pin’s leadership, 
its strategy is still more oriented towards market penetration and 
the defence of its economic interests than towards promoting an 
eventual role as a global power. The UK’s exit from the EU has 
also helped to diminish the hostile aspect of the organisation in 
Beijing’s eyes, given the UK’s adherence to the US strategy of 
containing China in Asia.

Specific episodes have also opened opportunities for Chinese 
diplomacy to exploit differences between Washington and 
Brussels. The US announcement of the creation of the AUKUS 
(Australia, United Kingdom and United States) defence alliance 
in September 2021, clearly oriented against Chinese interests, 
negotiated behind the backs of the Europeans and causing serious 
economic damage to France, was one such opportunity for China.

Its run, however, was short-lived as the outbreak of war in 
Ukraine a few months later led EU partners to rally around US 
leadership again. In this sense, Vladimir Putin’s decision to invade 
its Ukrainian neighbour does not seem to have met with approval 
in Beijing. While China must maintain its alliance with Russia as a 
means of compensating for the West’s still superior economy and 
military power, the Russian adventure looks set to have exactly 
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the opposite effect. The EU moving closer to the US and NATO on 
the European stage is not good news for China because there is 
a good chance that this unity of action will be replicated in Asia, 
contributing to the US strategy of containment of Beijing.

In any case, much remains unknown about China’s attitude 
towards a more autonomous European Union. Indeed, there is 
much unknown as to what kind of superpower China will be in 
the future, how it will use the immense power it is accumulating, 
and how it will define both its areas of interest and the hierarchy 
of its relations with other states. Beijing does not initially seem to 
view Europe as much more than a market, but this could change 
in the face of a more powerful Europe or a more assertive China.

Conclusions

The attitude of the major powers towards the EU has long been 
one of mistrust, but this mistrust has not yet turned into open 
hostility. For decades the organisation was simply an economic 
club that made the European market more attractive than it 
already was. The former European Community was barely 
scratching the surface of the need for a common foreign and 
security policy, and the possibility of a stronger union that would 
translate into something akin to a global power seemed remote. 
Global security issues continued to be dealt with bilaterally with 
European powers, such as France and the UK.

Suspicions grew after the Maastricht Treaty in 1992, which clearly 
stated that the Union wanted to go further. Paradoxically, the most 
obvious suspicions came from the traditional US ally, which viewed 
with some trepidation the prospect of a European Union more 
independent of Washington and with more instruments to act 
coherently on the international stage. In any case, and although 
the Union made rapid progress in the 1990s and the first decade of 
the 21st century, it soon became clear that the processes necessary 
for the organisation to one day become a major power, and thus a 
potential competitor, were laborious and difficult.

The activation of the European (then Common) Security and 
Defence Policy and the creation of the External Action Service 
in 2009 set off some alarm bells, but the limited development 
of these initiatives helped to keep concerns low. In reality, the 
grievances of the great powers against the EU hardly included 
geopolitical issues or issues related in any way to the projection 
of European power abroad. The complaints had more to do 
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with the strength that European institutions were acquiring in 
defending their economic interests and in applying defensive 
measures, sometimes seen as protectionist, to gain access to the 
juicy European market.

For the United States, European allies have always been 
an essential part of its role as a global power. Bringing most 
of them together in a mainly economic partnership was not 
frowned upon, because it strengthened Europe’s coherence and 
aligned it with the American economic model, albeit with its own 
peculiarities. However, Washington has always preferred to deal 
with each European country on a bilateral basis. The same was 
true of Russia and China, which did not see a serious threat to 
the EU’s existence, but also preferred bilateral relations. Dealing 
on a country-to-country basis was generally more streamlined, 
conducted in a more balanced manner and avoided the problematic 
bureaucracy of Brussels and inflexibility in negotiation. However, 
as the European market became increasingly subject to EU rules, 
the relationship with Brussels was assumed to be an inevitable, 
albeit lesser, evil.

The prospect of a Europe as a military power does not particularly 
daunt Russia and China, who know that there is a long and tortuous 
road ahead for this to become a reality, if ever. The greatest 
danger for these two powers is that Europe will align itself with 
the United States on security issues, considerably strengthening 
Washington’s military power. Europe itself is not much militarily 
because there is no clear leadership in European defence and 
the elements that give coherence to the use of national military 
capabilities have not yet been built. With the United States as 
leader, organiser, and coordinator, however, the European military 
contribution can take on a more formidable character.

Something similar, albeit nuanced in some respects, can be said 
of Europe’s alignment with US trade policy. The EU already has 
its weight in world markets, accounting for around 15 % of world 
GDP, and its economic interests are defended with acceptable 
effectiveness from Brussels. Together, the EU and the US would 
account for 35 % of GDP and 27 % of global trade, far more than 
China, Russia and India combined. Again, the threat is not so 
much a united Europe as one firmly allied with the United States.

In this sense, the EU’s aspirations for a certain level of strategic 
autonomy offer an opportunity for Russia and China to achieve 
a potentially disruptive effect on this feared alliance. A more 
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autonomous EU that is more independent from the US is a 
positive prospect for Moscow and Beijing. It is true that European 
strategic autonomy might in itself pose a certain level of military, 
and especially economic, threat, but the effect of a Western world 
that is less coherent in its external action would more than offset 
this problem.

This explains, for example, Russia’s enormous hostility towards 
NATO, which represents the union between the two sides of the 
Atlantic, and its much less hostile attitude towards the European 
Union. Also, that it has launched a devastating war to prevent 
Ukraine from becoming a NATO member, but does not take a dim 
view of Kiev’s EU candidacy. The danger is not Europe, but the 
unity of Europe and the United States.

By the same token, Washington is inevitably concerned about 
European aspirations for greater strategic autonomy. While the 
White House often complains that Europeans show little interest 
in their defence and the consequent costs to the US taxpayer, 
the fact is that Europe’s security dependence is very beneficial to 
the US. Washington would prefer European states to spend more 
on defence each or within NATO, but not on a common defence 
project that sidelines the US ally.

Industrial issues also play an important role in US distrust of 
European defence. The EU’s first really solid steps towards 
building common defence capabilities have been taken precisely 
in the field of defence industry. The PESCO (Permanent Structured 
Cooperation) programme and the European Defence Fund (EDF) 
are aimed at promoting the development of a common industrial 
base for European defence. In this respect, the EU could become 
a competitor to the United States, the world’s leading supplier of 
defence equipment, not only through self-sufficiency in European 
military markets but also through competition in global arms 
markets.

It is thus paradoxical that the greatest objections to European 
strategic autonomy, at least in its most classic security-related 
aspects, come from the great US ally. However, both American 
mistrust and the positive view that Russia and China seem to take of 
the development of a more autonomous Europe must be qualified.

Europe will remain a preferred ally to the United States even if 
it builds a military, industrial and economic system that makes 
it much more independent of Washington. Europe is also certain 
to maintain a privileged relationship with the United States, even 
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if it reaches that status. The relationship between the two sides 
of the Atlantic is based on a commonality of ethical, political, 
and economic models that often leads to agreement rather than 
divergence. Washington is undoubtedly more comfortable with a 
degree of European dependence on US security capabilities and 
is particularly uncomfortable with anyone overshadowing it in the 
lucrative global defence market. However, while this may lead to 
occasional misunderstandings, it will not dramatically change the 
nature of the relationship between the two.

In the case of Russia and China, both see the EU as a geopolitical 
as well as an economic competitor. For Russia, the competition 
has more of the former and for China more of the latter. Their 
more favourable stance towards eventual European strategic 
autonomy does not derive from the fact that they welcome a 
Europe as a global power, but rather from the opportunity to 
use this autonomy as an instrument to drive a wedge between 
the two sides of the Atlantic. For Moscow and Beijing, the main 
competitor is the United States, and a logical step in their strategy 
against Washington is to take advantage of any circumstance to 
separate it from its European allies.

This apparent favourable attitude towards a more autonomous 
Europe does not mean that both powers, especially Russia, will 
not put the brakes on European integration when they have the 
opportunity to do so. Moscow and Beijing would like a Europe 
autonomous enough to cool its relations with Washington, but 
not strong enough to develop a coherent foreign and security 
action of its own.

In short, the EU’s increased strategic autonomy does not arouse 
bitter opposition in the three major global powers, but it does 
arouse misgivings. The more or less favourable positions have 
more to do with the EU’s relationship with the United States 
than with its eventual accession to global superpower status, 
something that still produces scepticism in Washington as well 
as in Moscow and Beijing. This situation could change in the 
future, depending on whether the European project goes ahead 
or not, and depending on its degree of success. However, while 
a more autonomous Europe might increase US misgivings, it is 
unlikely to affect the fundamentals of the relationship between 
the two sides of the Atlantic. Likewise, the opportunities that a 
more self-reliant EU might present to Moscow and Beijing in their 
confrontation with the US are unlikely to change their view of 
Europe as a competitor.
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