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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine and destabilising actions by the second Trump 
administration have sent geopolitics into a tailspin. As turmoil in the Middle East and 
around the world grows, the US is reviewing its approach to NATO and is considering 
deploying its assets away from Europe. These and other factors have pushed Europe 
towards an inflection point in considering how to safeguard its own security. 

Public support for defence has never been greater. This solidifies a trend that has 
accelerated since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. Most political 
parties across Europe agree on the need to address public anxiety by moving from words 
to deeds and implementing an agenda that gives them more security and agency in the 
defence of the European theatre by 2030. 

The European policy response so far has consisted primarily of committing more money 
to defence at the national level and developing instruments to boost joint production and 
procurement mostly at the EU level. Yet concerns remain about the uneven nature of 
defence spending, countries’ ability to follow through on the needed capability ramp-ups 
and the limitations of existing measures for driving the needed defragmentation of 
Europe’s defence industry. 

Meanwhile, concerns have grown about the possibility of a Russian kinetic or hybrid 
attack against one or more European allies, along with uncertainties about public 
willingness to take up arms. So too have doubts about the timing and nature of support 
that the US would be willing or able to provide in an Article 5 situation. Despite the return 
of full-scale war on the European continent with Russia’s renewed invasion of Ukraine, 
Europe still appears to be treating this existential security crisis like a regular bureaucratic 
undertaking that it can address at its leisure. 

It is at this critical juncture that CEPS, RUSI, Clingendael and IEP have joined forces to 
substantiate what politicians often casually refer to as a European pillar of NATO – though 
few can say what this means in practice or whether it would offer a credible deterrent. 
This report outlines three possible pathways to shore up Europe’s defences: a more 
European NATO; a new European multilateralism; and EU-led defence cooperation. 

The report argues that European policymakers are at present in no position to discard any 
of these options. But given the lack of viable alternatives to NATO as well as dependencies 
on American arms manufacturers, software and strategic enablers until at least the end 
of the decade, the report recommends that Europeans continue with the Europeanisation 
of NATO as a matter of priority (Pathway 1). This would rebalance the transatlantic 
contribution to the Alliance and enable them to take it over if the US were to leave NATO. 
This effort should consist not just of Europeans gradually assuming leadership positions 
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from US generals and replacing American officers at lower levels. It should also entail 
reconstituting the ‘Eurogroup’ for political coordination within the Alliance. A 
geographical redistribution of joint command centres should be explored so they could 
be led and operated by European allies should the US decide to be less or no longer 
involved. 

Pathway 2 – a new European multilateralism – provides additional means for preparation 
and action by subsets of allies should the US, or any other ally, render NATO dysfunctional 
from within, for example by slow-rolling or blocking political decision-making or 
frustrating operational command in an Article 5 situation. Europeans should already be 
taking steps to strengthen, connect and consolidate existing minilateral arrangements for 
security and considering how they could be knitted together into a more coherent whole. 

Enhanced minilateralism should include a political consultation and decision-making body 
akin to NATO’s North Atlantic Council, such as a European Security Council (ESC), to enable 
a coalition of the willing to act1. Such an ESC should include the secretary general of NATO 
and presidents of the European Council and Commission, each acting within their own 
prerogatives. This ESC would have to be supported by the appropriate command 
structures, operational capacities and dedicated budget. Placing such a body for European 
security on the footing of an intergovernmental agreement would connect decision-
making  to a national democratic backstop that works for a membership of both militarily 
powerful and less powerful European states. 

Pathway 3 concerns EU-led defence cooperation. In terms of capability development, the 
EU has a comparative advantage in supporting not just those 23 Member States allied to 
NATO, but also its associated, candidate and like-minded countries (e.g. Norway, Ukraine 
and the UK) in translating defence spending targets into concrete investments and 
deployable military assets. Obstacles preventing NATO and the EU from creating 
maximum synergies in capability development should be removed. Furthermore, NATO 
should share the necessary information with the corresponding EU structures. 

For its part, the EU should rebalance defence industrial relationships with the UK and 
other non-EU members of NATO to serve mutual strategic interests. This entails, among 
others, opening up the EU’s loan instrument, Security for Action in Europe (SAFE), to a 
wider group of like-minded countries, such as the UK, to finance priority capabilities; 
accelerating the integration of Ukraine’s defence industry into the single market; and 
instilling more reciprocity in the transatlantic industrial alliance. 

 

1 Discussion of the idea of a European Security Council among core members of the Task Force revealed differences of 
opinion. The proposal is supported by CEPS, Clingendael and IEP/Bocconi but not by RUSI. 
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EU Treaty reform is not on the cards anytime soon. Progress towards a genuine European 
Defence Union will therefore be incremental and partial. Priority should nevertheless be 
given to operationalising the EU’s mutual defence clause within the present institutional 
configuration. Existing command structures and EU force packages should be readied 
accordingly to supplement tasks performed by national armies. 
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 
Keep the US close, while swiftly reducing dependencies, to protect the European theatre. 

 Invest in transatlantic diplomacy. As Europe assumes greater responsibility for 
collective security across the continent, sustained investment in transatlantic 
diplomacy will be essential to prevent differences in priorities from further 
undermining the Alliance and endangering the Ukrainian war effort.  

 Put contingency plans in place. Given the unpredictability of American politics, 
Europeans should prepare for all eventualities. They should keep the door open 
for a potential future change of course towards more American involvement. At 
the same time, the complex global landscape forces European NATO allies to put 
contingency plans in place for scenarios where the US might disengage from the 
Alliance or frustrate its decision-making and operations. 

Pathway 1: a more European NATO 

 Work to keep the US engaged in NATO in the most critical areas while 
simultaneously building a more European NATO. 

 Stick to the NATO capability targets and defence plans to reach full deterrence in 
2035. Spend 3.5% of GDP on military budgets, yet review and revise these targets 
and plans if the US decides to phase out faster. 

 Europeanise NATO’s command structures. To build a stronger Europe, NATO 
should continue to review its command structure to align with the current threat 
landscape. It should promote greater European leadership, resourcing and, in 
extremis, an ability to execute the regional plans with minimal or no US support. 

o Building on recent decisions, European military leaders should assume 
leadership from one- to four-star US generals and shape command 
structures so that they can better work for Europeans if the US chooses 
not to be heavily involved. Much more needs to be done at the lower 
levels, where European allies need to take over many positions currently 
held by US staff officers as well. To sustain US military engagement in 
Europe (land forces in particular) and preserve the credibility of US 
extended nuclear deterrence and critical enablers, the position of the 
Supreme Allied Commander Europe should ideally remain held by a US 
military officer for the foreseeable future. Sufficient time will be needed 
for European allies to develop the conventional capabilities and strategic 
enablers to hold their own. 
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o Reconstitute a Eurogroup within NATO. A permanent mechanism for 
political coordination among European allies, fully transparent to the rest 
of the Alliance, would enable long-term dialogue on strategic matters. 
These include joint capability development and task specialisation in 
support of NATO capability targets, and the organisation of military 
posture in regional groupings of European NATO countries (e.g. on the 
eastern flank, in the Arctic and the Mediterranean). 

o Shorten geographical distances and time differences between joint 
command centres and regional theatres. Increase capacities for land 
command in Finland and shift responsibility for NATO’s eastern flank from 
the joint force command (JFC) in Brunssum in the Netherlands to a new 
land command in Poland. Set up a European NATO headquarters at JFC 
Brunssum to plan and conduct European-led NATO operations, fully 
transparent and in coordination with Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers 
Europe. 

 Deepen NATO–EU cooperation in ways that capitalise on the comparative 
strengths of each institution and ensure close coordination rather than 
competition. The EU has a comparative advantage in supporting member, 
associated, candidate and like-minded countries in turning defence spending 
targets into concrete (joint) investments. Obstacles preventing NATO and the EU 
from creating maximum synergies should be removed. In the area of capability 
development, NATO needs to share more information with the corresponding EU 
structures (such as the European Defence Agency and European Commission). For 
its part, the EU needs to accept like-minded countries like the UK as equal partners 
and keep participation fees in financial instruments (cf. SAFE) to a minimum. 

Pathway 2: a new European multilateralism 

 Map and layer existing security arrangements. European states should put 
contingency plans in place for scenarios where the US or any other ally renders 
NATO dysfunctional. A core group of able, willing and trusted European states 
should waste no time in mapping, layering, connecting and consolidating 
minilateral arrangements that leverage today’s most capable and functional 
minilateral groupings for regional security. This effort should aim at enhancing 
their intelligence sharing, planning, command and control, operational abilities 
and defence procurement, and at adding to security guarantees. In regions or 
domains where an effective minilateral does not yet exist, consideration should be 
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given to which country might act as a framework nation for organising one. At a 
minimum, there should be one minilateral for each NATO regional plan. 

 Establish a mechanism for political consultation and decision-making such as a 
European Security Council, which is not subject to unanimity in the North Atlantic 
Council. A new pillar for European security requires a body that has the authority 
and legitimacy to offer strategic direction and political control in cases when the 
North Atlantic Council is obstructed. This could take the form of a coalition-of-the-
willing construct whereby an existing political grouping such as the E3 (France, 
Germany and the UK) or the Northern Group is expanded and empowered to 
authorise an operation subject to unanimity among its members. The NATO 
secretary general and presidents of the European Commission and European 
Council, each acting within the realm of their prerogatives, would be members. 
The ESC would be based on an intergovernmental agreement that gives its 
membership decision-making procedures anchored in a national democratic 
backstop. 

 Organise NATO-compatible support structures. Regional minilateral groupings 
should be supported by NATO-compatible command structures inspired by or 
incorporating existing headquarters, possibly including Eurocorps and the 
European Air Transport Command. As these partnerships evolve, members might 
opt for a dedicated military budget or establishment of a multinational defence 
force. The latter could consist of troops for high-intensity combat operations 
drawn from a coalition of the willing, like that for Ukraine, the German–
Netherlands Army Corps, an upgraded Joint Expeditionary Force, and/or any other 
bi- or plurilateral standing force package. Once Russia’s war of aggression ends, 
Ukraine should be invited to join this force. To raise their level of readiness and 
integration, able and willing states might also agree on joint procurement and 
production arrangements. 

Pathway 3: EU-led defence cooperation 

 Operationalise the EU mutual defence clause. The European Parliament’s 
resolutions of 2012 and 2026 on implementation of Article 42(7) TEU provide a 
good basis for doing this and also for connecting to initiatives being developed to 
put into effect the internal solidarity clause. In this vein, the upcoming European 
Security Strategy should go beyond the 2022 Strategic Compass. Within the 
current legal and institutional framework, it would be useful to flesh out the 
obligation of aid and assistance by clarifying that Member States will assist the 
victim of armed aggression by action which restores security and deterrence in 
the EU area. The present command structures of the EU should be readied 
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accordingly. A consultation and decision-making process should be put in place to 
allow like-minded non-EU countries to offer aid and assistance by any means 
within their power. 

 Rebalance the EU’s defence industrial relationships to serve mutual strategic 
interests. This entails, among others, opening the SAFE loan instrument to a wider 
group of like-minded countries; investing in and sourcing from Ukraine’s defence 
industry, accelerating its integration into the single market; and instilling more 
reciprocity in the transatlantic industrial alliance. Beyond the EU’s four initial 
flagship projects (Eastern Flank Watch, the drone initiative, air shield and space 
shield), the focus should be on upscaling the production of deep precision strike 
capabilities, as well as on cloud computing to allow for greater data-sharing 
between Europe’s militaries. 

 Upgrade designated EU force packages. The integration of the European Drone 
Defence Initiative for the Eastern Flank Watch into the operations of the European 
Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex) provides an opportunity for protecting 
the EU’s external borders against hybrid attacks and interdicting Russia’s shadow 
fleet. The EU’s Rapid Deployment Capacity and the Cyber Rapid Response Teams 
should be trained and equipped to provide supplementary services to the national 
armed forces of Member States. 
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1. THE THREAT LANDSCAPE 

1.1. RUSSIA AND ITS SUPPORTERS: HOW TO MANAGE A MANIFOLD THREAT? 
The Russian Federation poses both a short- and long-term threat to Europe. Through 
invasions of Georgia and Ukraine, its presence on the territory of Moldova and de facto 
control of Belarus, Russia has shown willingness and ability to deploy military force to 
achieve its political objectives. It is striving to regain dominance over Central and Eastern 
Europe and to restore a Yalta-style European order2. In the Russian threat perception, 
NATO is an adversary that Russia is to some extent already at war with and should be 
weakened as much as possible. 

Russia’s wartime economy is running in overdrive but is showing signs of strain. Hit by 
Western sanctions, it is being propped up by China, which is buying its energy, providing 
an alternative to the US dollar and replacing Western supplies – from electronics and 
other dual-use goods to manufacturing parts for weapons. President Vladimir Putin is 
spending roughly half his country’s budget on the military (SIPRI, 2025; BND, 2026). 
Russia’s ailing economy has failed to recover even though rising oil revenues resulting 
from the US–Israeli war against Iran have provided the Kremlin with some relief. 

Still, the Russian threat should not be overstated: Russia knows it lacks the conventional 
military might, economic breadth and scale, and industrial base to fight and win 
simultaneous wars with Ukraine and a unified NATO. However, helped by China, North 
Korea and others, it may believe that a ‘window of vulnerability’ is opening through 
delayed European rearmament, combined with an early or uncoordinated withdrawal of 
American assets from the continent to engage in other theatres. (In Iran, for instance, the 
US has already used a significant proportion of precision missiles and air defence, which 
will take years to restock.) This could offer an opportunity to further undermine the 
Alliance. Several European military intelligence agencies (e.g. Germany and Denmark) 
have warned that Russia could test Europe’s readiness to defend itself by 2030 or even 
earlier, depending on when and how the war in Ukraine ends. 

Whether or not a kinetic attack occurs in the next three to four years, it is highly likely that 
Russia will continue to use a combination of hybrid aggression (e.g. disinformation 
campaigns, cyber-attacks, political interference and sabotage) and limited incursions to 
exploit the domestic vulnerabilities of NATO allies. This low-risk high-reward approach 
poses a threat to the entire continent and may destabilise collective security 
arrangements, especially in scenarios involving limited incursions that fail to trigger a 
sufficient collective response. In September 2025, NATO’s struggle to come up with a 
unified and resolute response to the drones – in all likelihood Russian – that violated the 

 

2 See the Draft documents on legal security guarantees from the United States and NATO, 2021. 

https://www.belfercenter.org/research-analysis/russia-nato-baltics-scenarios-europe-security#:%7E:text=Russian%20President%20Vladimir%20Putin's%20core,as%20the%20invasion%20of%20Ukraine.
https://carnegieendowment.org/russia-eurasia/politika/2024/05/behind-the-scenes-chinas-increasing-role-in-russias-defense-industry?lang=en
https://carnegieendowment.org/russia-eurasia/politika/2024/05/behind-the-scenes-chinas-increasing-role-in-russias-defense-industry?lang=en
https://chinaobservers.eu/from-chips-to-mercenaries-chinas-role-in-russias-war/
https://www.foxbusiness.com/fox-news-world/china-india-fuel-russia-war-machine-ignoring-international-sanctions-report
https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2025-04/preparing_for_a_fourth_year_of_war-military_spending_in_russias_budget_for_2025.pdf
https://www.bnd.bund.de/DE/Service/Public-Intelligence/_functions/20260204-versteckte-militaerausgaben-rus-sa.html?utm_source=All+Subscribers&utm_campaign=4fa49ed5ed-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2025_02_14_07_49_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_-a46e3b4ee2-155072773&mc_cid=4fa49ed5ed&mc_eid=923f96b358
https://www.ft.com/content/04a9d05d-2502-44d4-b7e0-041aaa4f83cd?segmentId=114a04fe-353d-37db-f705-204c9a0a157b&syn-25a6b1a6=1
https://www.atlcom.nl/magazine/natos-new-russia-strategy/
https://dgap.org/en/research/publications/preventing-next-war-edina-iii
https://ukdefencejournal.org.uk/germany-warns-russia-may-be-preparing-attack-on-nato/
https://www.fe-ddis.dk/globalassets/fe/dokumenter/2025/trusselsvurderinger/-20250209_opdateret_vurdering_af_truslen_fra_rusland_mod--.pdf
https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/1790809/?TSPD_101_R0=08765fb817ab2000ee76199f84dfbcca255cb67eec8643cdfc6b14929c2fcc8f83650fcfb6b0564a085150bb1c14300073057fb486cd8f5988a03c8d19b7ad4c29db90ba031455ee2458e6f308953c34791bf6c97c610059c6ec6a954d04447c
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airspace of Poland, Romania, Germany and seven Nordic–Baltic countries underlined the 
urgency of a reflection on Europe’s own role within the Alliance. 

European countries have declared their security to be inextricably linked to Ukraine’s and 
have invested significant resources to support Ukraine, but their ‘whatever it takes’ 
rhetoric comes with political and economic limitations. Europe sees Ukraine as its own 
first line of defence and knows that if Kyiv loses the war with Russia, this will strengthen 
and embolden the Kremlin, thereby further threatening their security. Europe is better off 
deterring Russia together with the sizeable and courageous Ukrainian military than 
without it. 

But in light of the window of vulnerability, Europe also seeks to minimise the risk of a 
direct military confrontation with the Russian Federation without an American backstop. 
Hard security guarantees to Ukraine could be tested by Russia and could drag Europe into 
a war it is not ready to fight. European military and economic assistance to Ukraine will 
be needed for years to come. Inversely, the battle-hardened armed forces and inventive 
engineers of Ukraine offer Europe an enormous potential to strengthen its own military-
industrial base and strategic depth. 

1.2. THE UNITED STATES: A TRUSTWORTHY ALLY? 
During the first year of President Donald Trump’s second administration, the decades-old 
debate on the role of a European pillar within NATO rose to the top of the agenda. Ahead 
of and during the June 2025 NATO summit at The Hague, European allies and NATO 
Secretary General Mark Rutte undertook extensive diplomatic efforts to engage with 
Washington and to understand US intent towards its role in NATO. European leaders then 
scrambled to respond to the US–Russia summit in Alaska, amid the risk of it dictating the 
terms for an end of the war in Ukraine, and to secure a seat at the negotiating table going 
forward. 

Greater clarity on US intent emerged with the publication of the US National Security 
Strategy in November 2025 and the National Defense Strategy in January 2026. While the 
two documents contained mixed signals on the threat from China and Russia, both were 
clear that the US expects European allies to take primary responsibility for conventional 
defence in Europe, even as the US continued its commitment to NATO and to extended 
nuclear deterrence in Europe. In asserting a ‘Trump corollary’ to the 1823 Monroe 
doctrine for the Western Hemisphere, the document broke new ground by providing 
executive licence for intervention elsewhere in the Americas and by implicitly confirming 
President Trump’s consistent messaging since 2019 that the US should acquire the 
territory of Greenland. 

Buoyed by the spectacular operation of removing Nicolas Maduro from the Venezuelan 
presidential seat in the early days of 2026, the US president renewed pressure on 

https://www.gov.pl/web/diplomacy/deputy-prime-minister-radoslaw-sikorski-addresses-un-security-council-emergency-meeting-called-at-estonias-request
https://english.mapn.ro/cpresa/6579_assessment-of-the-incident-produced-by-the-penetration-of-a-russian-drone-into-the-national-airspace
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/2025-National-Security-Strategy.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/2025-National-Security-Strategy.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2026/Jan/23/2003864773/-1/-1/0/2026-NATIONAL-DEFENSE-STRATEGY.PDF
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2026/jan/09/trump-greenland-threats-white-house
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Copenhagen. He reiterated his long-standing demands that Denmark sell Greenland to 
the US and indicated that the use of military force could not be ruled out if it declined. 
This sparked the biggest crisis in the transatlantic relationship for decades, shaking the 
very foundations on which NATO is built: respect for members’ sovereignty and the 
principle that collective security is achieved through cooperation rather than coercion 
among allies. 

Even if President Trump has since pivoted away from military intervention towards a 
NATO-brokered arrangement on Greenland, the crisis shattered trust and left NATO and 
the EU compromised. European allies have struggled to work out whether the US 
president’s pressure campaign to take over the Arctic territory is truly finished. In his 
address at the 2026 World Economic Forum in Davos, President Trump tied European 
compliance on Greenland to the future of NATO: ‘You need ownership to defend 
something. You can't defend it on a lease.’ 

This feeling of insecurity was reignited in April 2026 by President Trump’s demands that 
allies join the US–Israeli war against Iran by helping to secure commercial shipping 
through the Strait of Hormuz or else face a ‘very bad future’ for NATO. Europe’s initial 
collective refusal to be drawn into the conflict was as striking as it was short-lived. When 
President Trump upped the stridency and threatening nature of his long-standing 
complaints, suggesting that he is ‘absolutely’ considering withdrawing the US from the 
‘paper tiger’ Alliance3, some European states offered various forms of support. 

Whether intended as political rhetoric, negotiation tactics or concrete policy proposals, 
the pronouncements by the US president and his team have created uncertainty and 
unease among European allies. 

1.3. NATO’S ARTICLE 5: IRONCLAD OR BRITTLE BRONZE? 
The Trump administration’s recurrent questioning of the value of European allies and of 
NATO has undermined belief in the collective defence of Europe. Fears about a 
substantially different interpretation by Washington of NATO’s Article 5 were confirmed 
when President Trump linked allies’ commitment to spending 5% of GDP with US 
willingness to come to their defence. US security guarantees have become conditional, 
transactional and potentially unreliable. This fundamentally erodes the psychology of 
deterrence embedded in Article 5. 

The credibility of deterrence rests on the shared belief that an attack on one ally will 
reliably trigger a unified and timely military response from all, especially the US. This belief 
is sustained by political cohesion, forward-deployed forces, integrated command 

 

3 A full withdrawal of the US from NATO needs an unlikely two-thirds majority in the US Senate. 

https://reunir-horizon.eu/europe-at-the-end-of-the-pax-americana/
https://verfassungsblog.de/greenland-nato-eu/
https://verfassungsblog.de/greenland-nato-eu/
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2026/01/davos-2026-special-address-donald-trump-president-united-states-america/
https://www.ft.com/content/1ca6d121-760b-4ec5-b6ad-514fdaa94873?syn-25a6b1a6=1
https://edition.cnn.com/2026/04/01/middleeast/trump-nato-us-withdrawal-intl
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structures and a demonstrated willingness to bear costs in defence of the Alliance. 
Changes in any of these weakens deterrence. Deterrence is most brittle when it is 
inconsistently applied and unevenly signalled. It introduces doubt in the minds of 
adversaries about whether collective defence commitments will be honoured. Such 
ambiguity increases the risk of miscalculation and invites probing or incremental 
aggression that tests NATO’s resolve, as seen in Russia’s hybrid war against European 
allies. 

Amid the uncertainty surrounding the impending review of force posture by the US, 
expectations of Europe taking primary responsibility for its own conventional defence and 
calls by the Trump administration to return NATO to ‘factory settings’ are leading Europe 
to operate under the assumption that, sooner or later, it will have to bear the chief burden 
of its collective defence. Indeed, it would be an abdication of duty not to have contingency 
plans in place for scenarios where the US scales down its presence in Europe, pulls out of 
NATO, sits out in a crisis, or displays more predatory behaviour towards allies. Such 
contingency planning is the only responsible, sound way to reduce Europe’s exposure to 
these risks. 

Nevertheless, as long as there is a belief in European capitals that careful diplomacy and 
US domestic opposition can keep President Trump’s anti-NATO instincts in check, that 
democracy in the US can rebound and that there remains near-term hope of a change in 
administration and a shift in US policy towards Europe, it is not in the European allies’ 
interest to unravel NATO or declare it finished. Europeans also know that they face their 
own divisions in Europe, and that a unified, credible response to aggression by an 
adversary such as Russia is not a given. 

Seen through this prism, it is not surprising that Europeans have been insistent that the 
US remains an indispensable ally within NATO and are still reluctant to contemplate a 
world in which this is no longer the case. When options are limited, selectivity is a luxury. 
For the foreseeable future, allies remain largely dependent on American leadership, 
command and control, industry, and strategic enablers (see the next section). It is thus in 
Europe’s immediate security interest to simultaneously keep the US close and swiftly 
reduce any overdependencies. 

A far stronger and autonomous European defence is no longer a matter of ambition or 
prestige – it is a necessity that, done properly, will give Europe more agency and make it 
a better partner for the US. The old order, based on a benign US and a dependent, free-
riding Europe, has been ‘ruptured’. ‘There can be no return to the comforts of asymmetric 
reliance’ on a single ally. It is therefore incumbent on other members of NATO to 
cooperate and guarantee their own collective security. 

  

https://www.war.gov/News/Speeches/Speech/Article/4404801/remarks-by-under-secretary-of-war-for-policy-elbridge-colby-at-the-nato-defense/
https://www.politico.eu/article/us-presses-nato-reset-cut-foreign-missions-allies-peacekeeping-iraq-kosovo/
https://time.com/7346819/can-trump-pull-united-states-out-of-nato-legal-experts/
https://time.com/7346819/can-trump-pull-united-states-out-of-nato-legal-experts/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/predatory-hegemon-walt?utm_medium=promo_email&utm_source=pre_release&utm_campaign=EDIT_MA26%20Pre-Release%201_020326_The%20Predatory%20Hegemon&utm_content=20260203&utm_term=A
https://www.v-dem.net/documents/75/V-Dem_Institute_Democracy_Report_2026_lowres.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/polls/donald-trump-approval-rating-polls.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/polls/donald-trump-approval-rating-polls.html
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2026/01/davos-2026-special-address-by-mark-carney-prime-minister-of-canada/
https://carnegieendowment.org/emissary/2026/01/greenland-trump-europe-nato-fallout-davos
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2. LEVEL OF PREPAREDNESS 

2.1. A SURGE IN DEFENCE SPENDING 
As governments have responded to heightened threat perceptions, defence spending in 
Europe has risen sharply, notably since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Combined 
outlays by EU Member States have shot up from close to EUR 234 billion in 2020 to 
EUR 381 billion in 2025 (estimated) – a near 63% rise in current terms. UK defence 
spending rose from about EUR 52.5 billion in 2020 to around EUR 76.7 billion in 2025 
(estimated), representing a roughly 46% increase over the period. 

Discounting for inflation, these increases are less impressive, but still marked (from 1.5 to 
2.1% of GDP in 2025). Moreover, investment (equipment plus research, development and 
technology) has doubled since 2022, amounting to about EUR 100 billion in 2024, or 
around 30% of total defence spending. These figures also imply that half the growth in 
military spending was devoted to equipment. This should not be surprising given that past 
expenditure on equipment had been below NATO targets and European allies have 
transferred some of their stockpiles and (mostly older) equipment to Ukraine. Equipment 
is thus likely to dominate the ongoing hike in defence spending, as in the short run it is 
easier to augment orders for new tanks, artillery or ammunition than to find thousands 
of new soldiers. In terms of spending on equipment, European NATO members already 
spend a similar share of GDP as they did during the 1980s4. 

So far, the overall surge is not evenly distributed. According to data published by the 
European Defence Agency, three countries (Germany, the Netherlands and Poland) 
together account for about two thirds of the EU’s total increase in investment spending 
(see Figure 1). Nordic countries are also important relative to their weights in the EU 
economy. The German share might rise further given the boost planned for the next few 
years. By contrast, southern Member States have so far added very little to their defence 
investment spending, with the partial exception of Spain. 

  

 

4 See the CEPS Explainer accompanying this Task Force report: Gros, D. (2026), Mind the gap: the economics of more 
Europe in defence, CEPS, Brussels. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/defence-numbers/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ukdefencejournal.org.uk/nato-releases-2025-defence-expenditure-figures/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Figure 1. Share of the increase in total EU defence investment (2022-24) 

 

Source: European Defence Agency. 

Germany’s relaxation of its constitutional debt brake and loosening of fiscal rules allow 
Berlin to borrow hundreds of billions for defence and infrastructure investment. Given 
Germany’s economic heft and the focus of its armed forces on territorial defence, this sea 
change in fiscal policy could enable the country to become the bedrock of European 
security and defence. 

Data on military expenditure is always subject to some margin of error given the different 
definitions adopted by different organisations. 

Based on the NATO Secretary General’s Annual Report published in March 2026, all NATO 
allies are now spending 2% or more of GDP on defence. Furthermore, almost all NATO 
allies are meeting or exceeding the long-standing pledge to devote at least 20% of defence 
expenditures to major equipment (a narrower category than investment). European allies 
and Canada raised their defence spending by 20% in 2025 compared with 2024, a 
significant step forward. This confirms a positive trend in expenditure on equipment and 
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https://www.nato.int/en/news-and-events/articles/news/2026/03/26/nato-secretary-generals-annual-report-shows-significant-increase-in-defence-investment-from-europe-and-canada
https://www.nato.int/content/dam/nato/webready/documents/finance/def-exp-2025-en.pdf
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The composition and uneven distribution of the build-up in military spending, especially 
on equipment expenditure, also imply an uneven distribution of the demand impulse. 
One would expect an upturn in equipment expenditure to have a stronger impact on 
demand than an increase in personnel or operational expenditure because equipment 
expenditure, especially if it can be expected to continue, will lead to more investment by 
the armament producers.  

2.2. MIND THE GAP 
Funding is only a means to an end, not an end in itself. Despite the sudden jump in 
spending, investments do not translate directly into meaningful fighting power. European 
nations – individually and collectively – face multiple gaps in military capability. These 
stem from historic and enduring over-reliance on the US, underinvestment in core 
capabilities, a post-Cold War focus on expeditionary operations and poor procurement 
practices. More than four years since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, European 
allies continue to face critical deficiencies in key areas such as intelligence, surveillance 
and reconnaissance (ISR), long-range precision strikes, integrated air and missile defence 
for both high- and low-tier threats, logistics and mobility. 

Recent planning exercises and assessments have also revealed systemic shortfalls in the 
mass and readiness of available forces. European armies currently lack the scale, depth 
and readiness needed to sustain high-intensity warfare. Many units remain under-
manned, under-equipped and insufficiently prepared for rapid deployment and sustained 
operations. Moreover, force regeneration plans with reserves, essential for replacing 
frontline losses, have largely been neglected since the Cold War and have yet to be re-
established. 

Without swift progress in closing these gaps, Europe will continue to be heavily reliant on 
the US for ready force and crucial enabling systems – dependencies that ultimately tie the 
continent’s security to Washington’s political will and strategic priorities. A recent report 
suggests that it might take 10 to 12 years for Europe to replace vital US military 
capabilities5. 

To be clear, this is not about being able to fully substitute the US, which is not realistic, 
even in the long term, but primarily about taking steps in the direction of being able to 
autonomously deter Russia. 

 

5 See Röhl, K. and Bardt, H. (2025), Mehr Verteidigung mit weniger USA? Geld-, Personal- und Zeitprobleme als 
sicherheitspolitische Herausforderungen für die deutsche Verteidigungsindustrie, IW-Policy Paper No 7/2025, Institut 
der deutschen Wirtschaft, Köln, April.  

https://www.ft.com/content/f450f1e7-4344-4ab0-afd7-d190ffd1e462
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/foreign-interventions-and-future-european-defence_en
https://www.iwkoeln.de/en/studies/klaus-heiner-roehl-hubertus-bardt-more-defense-with-less-usa.html
https://www.iwkoeln.de/studien/klaus-heiner-roehl-hubertus-bardt-geld-personal-und-zeitprobleme-als-sicherheitspolitische-herausforderungen-fuer-die-deutsche-verteidigungsindustrie.html
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There are many challenges for Europeans in addressing these deficits, including 
disagreements on the requirements and timeframes for readiness, a lack of defence 
industrial capacity and promotion of national champions over pan-European efforts. Yet, 
with NATO allies agreeing to a new defence spending target of 3.5% on hard military 
capabilities by 2035, and an additional 1.5% on defence-related expenditures, the 
finances are – at least in theory – in positive shape. The imperative is to make the most 
of the available funds to build European deterrence and defence against Russia. 

2.3. CAPABILITY SHORTFALLS … 
The gaps in European military assets are comprehensive and can be grouped into three 
categories: nuclear, enabling and combat capabilities. 

2.3.1. Nuclear deterrence 

The shortfalls in the European nuclear arsenal are the most obvious. Credible nuclear 
deterrence remains reliant on US assets, with only France and the UK possessing 
independent nuclear arsenals. Most European allies depend entirely on NATO’s extended 
deterrence as underpinned by the US, creating a structural imbalance between Europe’s 
conventional strength and its nuclear autonomy. 

Measures to extend UK and French nuclear deterrence to the continent are being 
explored. The July 2025 Northwood Declaration and establishment of a UK–France 
Nuclear Steering Group will allow for better coordination of European nuclear policy, 
planning and posture. It will also help strengthen what Paris has referred to as the 
‘European dimension’ of its nuclear deterrent, while enabling France to maintain the 
separation from NATO’s nuclear planning, which is critical to the independence of its 
nuclear deterrent. While the British nuclear deterrent is committed to NATO and the UK 
engages in joint nuclear planning with NATO allies, France’s nuclear deterrent sits strictly 
outside NATO frameworks. The UK–France agreement is a precursor to a broader 
conversation on extending their deterrents across Europe – and sharing the cost, which 
amounts to a growing portion of British and French defence budgets. 

President Emmanuel Macron recently announced a strategic dialogue with Chancellor 
Friedrich Merz and other European leaders to discuss how France can ‘re-articulate 
nuclear deterrence’ within its constitutionally enshrined national doctrine. The dialogue 
would include ‘special cooperation, common exercises, and common security interests 
with some key countries’, including Sweden. While this formula does not currently suggest 
international governance of the force de frappe, it nevertheless makes sense to have 
these conversations among EU Member States to de-risk more than the Anglo–American 

https://www.iiss.org/globalassets/media-library---content--migration/files/publications---free-files/strategic-dossier/pds-2025/chapters/iiss_progress-and-shortfalls-in-europes-defence-_2025_ch-1-fixing-europes-hardware-gaps.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/northwood-declaration-10-july-2025-uk-france-joint-nuclear-statement
https://www.elysee.fr/emmanuel-macron/2026/02/13/conference-de-munich-sur-la-securite-en-allemagne
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extended nuclear deterrence would be able to achieve. The dialogue could also shortcut 
discussions about the need for national nuclear proliferation6. 

2.3.2. Strategic enablers 

The US provides many of the enabling military capabilities in Europe. Some enablers are 
expensive to procure and maintain, and in many cases European industry cannot offer 
credible alternatives in the near term. 

Intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance. There has been a persistent ISR capability 
gap in Europe, especially in the north, where the Russian threat is most significant. 
Furthermore, the growth of space-based ISR has increased the disparity, with the US 
outspending Europe. 

Logistics and mobility. In air-to-air refuelling, Europe has the required technology but 
would need to spend considerably more to level up with the US, although this is less 
relevant when operations are confined to the European theatre. Despite sustained efforts 
to increase military mobility through permanent structured cooperation among 24 EU 
Member States, the US, Canada, Norway, Switzerland and the UK, the ability to move 
troops and equipment rapidly across Europe remains constrained without the US. 
According to one 2025 estimate, a EUR 70 billion investment is still required to adapt 
transport infrastructure (air, rail, road and sea) for rapid movement. 

Research and development. The overall transatlantic difference in technological abilities 
is the result of decades of under-spending on military R&D. OECD data show that over 
recent decades, US military R&D spending has been more than 10 times higher than the 
European total. In 2024 (the latest available data), the US spent about USD 100 billion on 
advancing military systems, against less than USD 10 billion by Europe. European high-
tech capabilities will continue to lag the US as long as this gap remains. This is an area 
where common efforts should focus. But the EU’s contribution to European military R&D, 
at about EUR 1 billion annually, is much too small to move the needle. 

2.3.3. High-intensity combat capabilities 

Deep precision strike. The war in Ukraine has demonstrated Russian vulnerabilities to deep 
precision strike. With enhanced organic capabilities, Europeans would be able to threaten 
Russian political and military centres of gravity, strengthen deterrence and target Russian 
bombers before they launch, protecting European cities. Europeans have a variety of deep 
precision strike weapons under development to extend the range (1 000 km+ to match 

 

6 See Bunde, T., Davis, J.W., Major, C. et al. (2026), Mind the Deterrent Gap: Assessing Europe’s Nuclear Options, Report 
of the Nuclear Study Group, February. 

https://www.iiss.org/research-paper/2022/12/northern-europe-the-arctic-and-the-baltic-the-isr-gap/
https://www.iiss.org/online-analysis/military-balance/2025/03/europes-air-of-dependence/
https://www.iss.europa.eu/publications/briefs/road-readiness-how-eu-can-strengthen-military-mobility
https://www.oecd.org/en/data/insights/statistical-releases/2026/03/oecd-overall-rd-growth-stable-government-rd-budgets-decline-and-reorient-towards-defence.html
https://securityconference.org/assets/02_Dokumente/01_Publikationen/2026/ENSG/Mind_the_Deterrence_Gap%E2%80%93Report_of_the_ENSG.pdf
https://securityconference.org/assets/02_Dokumente/01_Publikationen/2026/ENSG/Mind_the_Deterrence_Gap%E2%80%93Report_of_the_ENSG.pdf
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the US Tomahawk) and abilities of current capabilities (Stormshadow/SCALP and 
TAURUS). But these are fragmented, with too many concurrent projects and programmes, 
and they lack the industrial scale required. The recent US announcement that it will no 
longer deploy a Long-Range Fires Battalion to Germany in 2026 as planned further 
undermines deterrence and increases the urgency of Europeans developing their own 
deep precision strike option. 

Integrated air and missile defence (IAMD), including counter-drone systems. NATO’s plans 
to quadruple Alliance air and missile defence systems constitute a challenging target, not 
only for European allies but also for the US. The need to continue providing Ukraine with 
air defence capabilities and replenish interceptors, coupled with the IAMD needs of the 
US–Israeli campaign against Iran (which has consumed vast quantities of air defence 
interceptors that were already in short supply), compounds this challenge. While 
European munitions and systems exist (e.g. IRIS-T, SAMP/T and NASAMS), the production 
of such alternatives – especially to US Patriots in order to counter ballistic and advanced 
cruise missile threats – is not yet happening at sufficient scale to meet ever rising demand. 

Ammunition. With the US reducing its support for Ukraine, Europeans now provide more 
assistance, but the increased demand is drawing away from valiant efforts to replenish 
stockpiles. 

Personnel and readiness. Most European militaries are facing a dual recruitment and 
retention crisis. For example, Germany has the ambition to create ‘the strongest 
conventional army in Europe’. To do so, the Bundeswehr needs to reach 260 000 troops 
by 2035, from approximately 180 000 today. The goal of 80 000 additional professional 
troops with multi-year contracts should not be too difficult to attain, given annual cohorts 
of 600 000 or 300 000 personnel. Increasing the pool of reservists to the target of 200 000 
will be harder. This is one of the reasons for the ‘soft conscription’ in the form of 
mandatory registration and tracking recently implemented in Germany. Some form of 
conscription model is likely to be adopted by other countries as well. 

2.4. … AND CHALLENGES THAT EUROPEAN STATES FACE IN BRIDGING THEM 
Time. European assessments vary on when Russia will be able to recapitalise its military 
and thus pose a threat to the continent, ranging from three to seven years. Confidence in 
these assessments will drive the prioritisation of which capability gaps to address first and 
the technology mix required. To meet NATO defence spending targets by 2035, many 
countries are backloading their increases instead of frontloading them. Meanwhile, 
Germany is committed to reaching the 3.5% spending target by 2027. 

Requirements and technology. It is at present very difficult to estimate the hardware 
requirements even a few years ahead. Tactical adaption cycles in Ukraine are between six 

https://time.com/7382582/trump-iran-war-weapons-stockpiles/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/europe-needs-asap-program-air-defense
https://ukdefencejournal.org.uk/nato-now-producing-more-ammunition-than-russia/
https://www.bmvg.de/resource/blob/6093998/678875025812878cfa657f9801f62ffc/dl-gesamtkonzeption-der-verteidigung-eng-data.pdf
https://www.bmvg.de/resource/blob/6093998/678875025812878cfa657f9801f62ffc/dl-gesamtkonzeption-der-verteidigung-eng-data.pdf
https://www.ft.com/content/ea83015e-d26c-428f-bbbb-00a745a443a5?desktop=true&segmentId=7c8f09b9-9b61-4fbb-9430-9208a9e233c8&syn-25a6b1a6=1#myft:notification:daily-email:content
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and eight weeks; hence, it is problematic for Europeans to set requirements for 
capabilities that usually take years to develop and procure, possibly making them obsolete 
on delivery. What is more, European militaries already technologically overmatch many 
Russian capabilities, and so must balance increasing volume with increasing technology. 

Support for Ukraine. Maintaining and increasing support for Ukraine creates an additional 
demand point for the European defence industry, which will reduce the ability to 
replenish stockpiles. Inversely, cooperation with the rapidly expanding and innovative 
Ukrainian defence industry might help Europe to strengthen its own capabilities and 
adopt new ways of fighting in its plans. A revamped Security for Action in Europe 
instrument – SAFE 2.0 – could be a game changer in this respect (see Pathway 3, below). 

‘Juste retour’ and the European defence market. With so much cash flowing into defence, 
and growth being a domestic political imperative, countries are incentivised to promote 
national champions, which hinders pan-European procurement. Even though European 
countries know at a rational level that it is inefficient and outright wasteful to direct their 
defence expenditure to their national industries, and often declare that they should 
combine their financial power, the juste retour reflex nonetheless remains strong. Elected 
politicians will understandably always prefer to direct resources first and chiefly to their 
own constituencies. But inefficient and fragmented defence expenditure weakens the 
overarching aim of a stronger and more secure Europe. As the defence industrial pie 
grows, so do the vested interests of national industries – along with the need to change a 
fundamentally flawed system. 

Overall, it seems that rapid progress can be made in low- to middle-tech areas where 
Europe has industrial strengths. The production of ammunition has quickly scaled up. Yet 
progress in high-tech fields like space and anti-missile defence require more time and 
collective solutions due to their cost and complexity. 

The good news is that there is broad public support for European countries to take more 
responsibility for their own security, including in financial terms. Across the continent, 
most NATO allies have steadily increased their investment in defence. Although it would 
require political leadership and will, as well as difficult trade-offs in some countries, 
Europe has the economic might to rapidly strengthen its military and develop a 
competitive defence industry. Ultimately, the key problem is not so much whether enough 
money will be available, but how it will be spent in ways that close capability gaps and 
create more cohesive, usable European forces and capabilities. 

  

https://dgap.org/en/research/publications/preventing-next-war-edina-iii
https://www.euractiv.com/news/public-support-for-eu-defence-spending-past-its-peak-says-poll/
https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/3652
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3. PROGRESSIVE PATHWAYS TOWARDS ENHANCING EUROPEAN 
DEFENCE 

As indicated above, Europe does not need answers to the question of what needs to be 
done. It needs to find the ways and means of how to go about it: how to ensure credible 
European deterrence and bolster Ukraine’s ability to defend itself? How to improve 
European strategic autonomy and reduce its dependencies on the US? How to fortify the 
European defence pillar without precipitating the very decoupling from the US that Europe 
is trying to prevent? And how to reduce fragmentation of the European defence industry 
and increase the efficiency of European defence expenditures? 

This report offers three pathways to gradually close the window of vulnerability and bolster 
Europe’s ability to defend and deter. In a scenario where transatlantic relations and 
cooperation within NATO remains more or less as they are, i.e. tense and with American 
burden-shifting onto Europe, European allies would be best advised to keep the US close 
and engage it within the Alliance framework, while simultaneously building a more 
European NATO (Pathway 1). Conceptually speaking, this pathway could continue until the 
Europeanisation of NATO is nearly complete. 

In a more demanding scenario where the US or another ally blocks political decision-making 
or frustrates operational command in an hour of need, allies and their partners would have 
to rely on relationships outside NATO. Such an approach would consist of core groups of 
able, willing and trusted states working together to enhance and connect existing 
minilateral arrangements for security to their mutual benefit (Pathway 2). This could be 
done by linking current groupings for regional security from the bottom up in a functional 
and complementary fashion, or by taking a top-down approach led by some form of political 
core group like an expanded E3. Enhanced minilateralism should include a political 
consultation and decision-making body akin to NATO’s North Atlantic Council, such as a 
European Security Council (ESC), to enable a coalition of the willing to act. A majority of 
Task Force members suggested that this ESC be fitted with NATO-compatible command 
structures to deploy multinational forces, and placed on the footing of an 
intergovernmental agreement to give it a more permanent and institutionalised character. 

The EU provides a viable channel for Member States and like-minded countries to beef up 
their defence capabilities in a joined-up manner, reducing inefficiencies and unnecessary 
duplications in the procurement and production of arms and weapon systems (Pathway 3). 
Apart from its potential to be a financial and economic enabler, the EU is ideally suited to 
improving the civilian defence readiness of its Member States. It also has structures to plan 
and conduct external civilian and non-executive military missions. Building up the 
capabilities and mandate of those structures to carry out high-intensity warfare, in 
particular for territorial defence, nonetheless remains contingent on unanimity among 
Member States on treaty reform, which is unlikely to materialise anytime soon. 
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3.1. PATHWAY 1: A MORE EUROPEAN NATO 
Among NATO’s most valuable assets are its structures for political consultation and 
decision-making, integrated planning mechanism, and command and control. Together, 
these provide a permanent, integrated framework for political decision-making and 
planning, and for conducting heavy-duty multinational military operations that no single 
European country, or the EU for that matter, could replicate alone. It enables shared 
situational awareness, standardised procedures and interoperable forces, allowing 
diverse national militaries to operate effectively under unified leadership during crises or 
collective defence missions. The framework also anchors US engagement in European 
security, reinforcing deterrence through transatlantic command arrangements while 
distributing responsibilities and expertise across the Alliance. For many European states 
– especially smaller and/or frontline allies – it offers access to advanced planning 
capabilities, intelligence integration and operational experience that shore up both 
national defence and collective resilience. 

To date, allied command structures have been heavily reliant on the US. The US has held 
four-star leadership of one of NATO’s two strategic commands, two of the three joint force 
commands (JFCs), and now leads all three component commands (air, land and maritime). 
To sustain US military engagement in Europe and preserve the credibility of US extended 
nuclear deterrence, the position of the Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR) 
should continue to be held by a US military officer. 

However, the US is reducing four-star and other flag officers across the Pentagon. This 
measure is already impacting NATO commands, not only at the four-star level, but also 
and especially at the one- to three-star level in the directorates for intelligence (J2), 
operations (J3) and plans (J5).  

As Europe takes on more responsibility for its own defence, European military leaders 
should assume more command of some of these positions and shape the structures so 
that they can still function if the US chooses not to be heavily involved. This entails a 
broader revision of the operational command structure than the planned replacement of 
American four-star generals by a British commander of JFC Norfolk and an Italian 
commander of JFC Naples. Revising existing flag-to-post arrangements to allocate added 
responsibilities to European allies is a welcome aspect of burden sharing7. Even so, 
greater emphasis should be put on expanding the geographical distribution of JFCs to 

 

7 According to a study published by the RAND Corporation at the beginning of 2025, the US carried 39% of the total 
burden (military aid, sanctions, etc.) of NATO. That number is expected to have gone down since then. 

https://media.defense.gov/2025/May/05/2003704210/-1/-1/1/MEMORANDUM-DIRECTING-GENERAL-AND-FLAG-OFFICER-REDUCTIONS.PDF
https://www.reuters.com/world/us-cut-roughly-200-nato-positions-sources-say-2026-01-20/
https://www.nato.int/en/news-and-events/articles/news/2026/02/06/european-allies-to-take-on-new-leadership-roles-in-natos-command-structure#:%7E:text=NATO's%20Command%20Structure-,European%20Allies%20to%20take%20on%20new%20leadership%20roles%20in%20NATO's,existing%20scheduled%20rotation%20of%20personnel.
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2025/01/what-do-us-allies-really-contribute-to-the-costs-of.html#:%7E:text=We%20included%20U.N.%2Dapproved%20sanctions,focused%20requests%20of%20allies%20instead.
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align with current threats and allow for greater European leadership with European 
contributions. 

JFC Norfolk remains an important guarantor for maritime and Arctic security8. The recent 
extension of its area of responsibility to Denmark, Sweden and Finland should be 
accompanied by a significant increase in the capacity of the Mikkeli-based land command 
in Finland. In addition, responsibility for NATO’s eastern flank – now held by JFC Brunssum 
in the Netherlands under a German or Polish four-star general – should shift to a 
command in Poland with senior representation from other Eastern European states9. At 
the same time, Brunssum should be designated as the European NATO command for the 
planning and conduct of European-led NATO operations, fully transparent and in 
coordination with SHAPE. A revision of the Berlin Plus arrangements could be envisaged 
to ensure more effective cooperation with EU-led operations. This would not be easy in 
light of tensions between NATO member Turkey and EU member Cyprus. 

Apart from the Europeanisation of command structures, a strong European pillar within 
NATO would rest on common political positions, ensuring cohesion among European 
allies before engaging with the US. From 1968 to 1993, members of the NATO Eurogroup, 
created by the UK without treaty change, worked together to strengthen the European 
contribution to the Alliance, in support of more equal burden sharing. The Eurogroup 
advanced cooperation on, among other things, the harmonisation of defence 
procurement, standardisation of equipment, training and logistics10. 

Re-establishment of the Eurogroup or the creation of a similar forum would enable 
European allies to coordinate, on a permanent basis, their national positions, joint 
initiatives or plans for the Europeanisation of NATO. This is not about building an anti-
American caucus. The focus of discussion would not be on areas of tension or conflict 
with the US, such as coordinating common positions on Greenland or the Gulf War. 
Instead, a political coordination mechanism like the Eurogroup would enable long-term 
dialogue on strategic matters, such as joint capability development or task specialisation 
in support of the NATO capability targets. 

Another logical item for a Eurogroup agenda would be the organisation of defence 
planning and military posture in regional groupings of European NATO countries (e.g. 
Germany and Poland as focal points for the eastern flank, the Nordics with an eye on the 

 

8 D. Ruiz Palmer and L. Simon, in their paper on Rebalancing NATO’s Command: European Operational Responsibility 
and Transatlantic Defence (CSDS In-Depth Paper No. 22, January 2026) recommend that JFC Norfolk be relocated to 
Europe, with the UK as the most appropriate host. 
9 See also Hooker Jr., R.D. and Molot, M. (2025), Building a Stronger Europe: A Companion to a New Transatlantic 
Bargain, Belfer Center, Cambridge, MA, 12 February.  
10 See Tardy, T. (2024), ‘Unpacking the European Pillar in NATO’, Future Europe Journal, Issue 5, July. 

https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/insights-papers/future-euro-atlantic-security-architecture
https://csds.vub.be/publication/rebalancing-natos-command-european-operational-responsibility-and-transatlantic-defence/
https://www.belfercenter.org/research-analysis/building-stronger-europe-companion-new-transatlantic-bargain
https://www.belfercenter.org/research-analysis/building-stronger-europe-companion-new-transatlantic-bargain
https://feu-journal.eu/issues/issue-5/unpacking-the-european-pillar-in-nato/
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Arctic region and southern allies with a view to the Mediterranean). A political 
coordination mechanism would also enable joint agenda preparation for NATO 
ministerial meetings and NATO summits, speeding up decision-making. This would 
strengthen the Alliance as a whole. 

In parallel, NATO–EU cooperation should be deepened and reinforced in ways that 
capitalise on the comparative strengths of each institution and ensure close coordination 
rather than competition. 

In terms of capability development, NATO plays a central coordinating role by setting out 
the military requirements that guide national defence planning across the Alliance. 
Through capability targets and the NATO Defence Planning Process, allies collectively 
assess threats, identify shortfalls and agree on priorities – from air and missile defence to 
logistics, cyber and high-readiness land forces. This process promotes interoperability and 
coherence by aligning national investment decisions with common operational needs, 
ensuring that European militaries develop forces that can operate together effectively 
under NATO command. NATO can also catalyse multinational cooperation by encouraging 
clusters of allies to pursue joint initiatives, such as pooled procurement, shared training 
or role specialisation, helping smaller states to contribute meaningfully to collective 
defence. 

NATO’s role remains primarily one of coordination and standard-setting rather than direct 
resourcing. The Alliance has only modest common funding mechanisms, mainly for 
shared infrastructure, command structures and limited joint capabilities. The vast 
majority of defence spending, procurement and force generation remains under national 
control. This means that progress ultimately depends on the political will, budgetary 
choices and industrial capacity of individual allies, which can lead to uneven 
implementation and persistent capability gaps. As a result, NATO must rely on persuasion, 
peer pressure and political consensus to drive capability development. 

Through regulatory approximation and resourcing, the EU can be a force multiplier for 
the 23 allied Member States, helping to turn agreed targets into concrete investments 
and deployable military assets. The ramp-up in the production of 155mm artillery shells, 
facilitated through the EU’s ASAP instrument, has set a positive precedent in this regard. 
It has the potential to be even more effective if non-EU allies (the UK, Turkey and Norway) 
are allowed to participate as associates in the EU’s novel activities (see Pathway 3). 

3.2. PATHWAY 2: A NEW EUROPEAN MULTILATERALISM 
Amid growing doubt about US willingness to uphold NATO’s Article 5 security guarantee 
and fears that Washington might block political decision-making or frustrate operational 
command within NATO, fallback options should be strengthened. A proverbial ‘quick fix’ 

https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/around-eu2-billion-strengthen-eus-defence-industry-readiness-including-ramp-ammunition-production-2-2024-03-15_en#:%7E:text=The%20Commission%20allocates%20%E2%82%AC500,European%20Defence%20Fund%20(EDF)
https://natowatch.org/newsbriefs/2025/unbeatable-nato-now-matching-russia-ammunition-output-rutte-says-bucharest
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might consist of connecting and consolidating existing minilateral arrangements for 
security in the spheres of decision shaping, strategic enabling, command and operations. 
By working across specialised clusters – such as the E3, the Northern Group and the 
Nordic–Baltic 8 – various forces and capabilities could be oriented under a single strategic 
direction and form a strong pillar of European defence that acts outside NATO where it 
must and buttresses it where it can. 

As a symptom of Europe’s search for security amid geopolitical uncertainty, minilateral 
security arrangements have proliferated in recent years. A recently updated dataset 
captures over 160 bilateral and plurilateral defence arrangements that have been signed 
since 2014 between EU Member States, the UK and Ukraine. Most of these partnerships 
have emerged in the wake of Russia’s full-scale invasion. About half of the 160-plus 
arrangements are comprehensive in nature; around 50 deal with procurement and 
industrial cooperation; 30 are operational; and 6 focus on cybersecurity11. 

Eurocorps and the European Air Transport Command (EATC) are prominent examples of 
voluntary arrangements that supplement those of the national armed forces. Eurocorps 
is a unique multinational headquarters – without troops – built around the Franco–
German corps and based on the 2004 Treaty of Strasbourg, which is open to all EU 
Member States. So far, eight ‘Framework Nations’ have joined. Turkey is an ‘Associated 
Nation’, as Canada has been in the past. A two-year rotation plan allows each Framework 
Nation to occupy key positions within the Command Group. The 1993 SACEUR Agreement 
(amended in 2002) allows Eurocorps to be put under NATO command when needed and 
regulates the information exchange and training between the two partners in peacetime. 
The signature of a Letter of Intent between Eurocorps and the EU Military Staff on 18 
January 2016 has also made Eurocorps available to the EU. 

EATC is a single multinational command that evolved from the bilateral cooperation 
between France and Germany in the field of air transport. The ground rules for EATC were 
set in 2010 and aim at improving the effectiveness and efficiency of the military air 
transport efforts of seven participating EU Member States. EATC pools command over 
more than 180 assets, including in air-to-air refuelling and aeromedical evacuation within 
Europe, which are valuable strategic enablers. 

Minilateralism brings both strength and strain. These arrangements deepen trust, build 
interoperability, offer opportunities for complementary procurement, and can be more 
easily upscaled since they require fewer states to agree. They can be crucial building 
blocks of a European pillar outside (and for) NATO. But simple coordination between them 

 

11 See Kefferpütz, R. and Bruck, A. (2025), Phalanx of defence pacts? Mapping bilateral defence partnerships in Europe, 
Böll EU Brief 05/2025, Heinrich Böll Stiftung, Brussels. 

https://www.regjeringen.no/en/whats-new/uttalelse-fra-forsvarsministermotet-i-northern-group/id3040399/
https://eu.boell.org/en/defence-partnerships-europe
https://www.eurocorps.org/
https://www.eurocorps.org/about-us/history/
https://eatc-mil.com/en
https://eu.boell.org/en/defence-partnerships-europe
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might not meet collective needs, and for a minilateral group to be able to defend and 
deter, it will need intelligence, operations and planning. 

In the operational sphere, for instance, a subset of allies might deploy a maritime 
operation in the Arctic or in the North Atlantic gap between Greenland, Iceland and the 
UK via groupings – such as the UK-led Joint Expeditionary Force or the five-country Nordic 
Defence Cooperation – to fulfil crisis-management functions. Yet they would be incapable 
of fulfilling defence and deterrence functions across the NATO area of responsibility, as 
they would lack the ability to operate, plan, enable or sustain deployments more broadly. 
This will require strengthening existing formats. 

In terms of rearming Europe, the cost and complexity of modern military programmes 
make a truly sovereign capability development a rarity. Addressing capability gaps in 
smaller groups can be beneficial in avoiding industrial competition, speeding up 
procurement, lowering the overall cost and improving interoperability. However, political 
disagreements and the goal of maintaining domestic manufacturing capacity can slow or 
block cooperation. Two such Franco–German programmes, the Future Combat Air System 
and Main Ground Combat System, are in trouble. Decision-making in these arrangements 
remains intergovernmental, which means that the deployment and strategic decisions of 
European forces require unanimity among participating states. 

Turning minilateralism into strategy is essential to move ‘from patchwork to phalanx’. One 
promising way to create order is through ‘layering’: bilateral partnerships would make up 
one layer, regional groupings another and NATO would be the ultimate collective-defence 
layer. With its actions in support of participating states, the EU would work across all 
layers. European states would identify what works well. Then they would build a pillar of 
European security from the bottom up through various overlapping groupings, and from 
the top down with a governance structure for political decision-making. 

In the absence of an institutional home to lead this effort, able, willing and trusted 
European states should waste no time in mapping, layering, connecting and consolidating 
existing minilateral arrangements. Political governance could leverage and expand 
political consultation groups such as the E3. One option envisages the creation of a 
European Security Council that has the authority to provide strategic direction and 
political control on a more permanent basis. Pitched in 2018 by Chancellor Angela Merkel 
and President Macron, an ESC was primarily thought of as vehicle to allow non-EU 
countries like the UK to join forces with powerful EU Member States like France and 
Germany to decide on matters of European security. Arguably, the idea of creating a 
bureaucratically light directorate – where Europe’s powers that pack the most military 
punch decide on the continent’s strategic orientation – would earn more legitimacy if its 

https://jefnations.org/
https://www.nordefco.org/
https://www.nordefco.org/
https://static.rusi.org/the-joint-expeditionary-force-and-its-contribution-to-european-security.pdf
https://www.iss.europa.eu/publications/briefs/rebuilding-europes-defences-how-unlock-coordinated-defence-surge
https://www.ft.com/content/6f65417d-8e4c-48ff-a2c3-4437d881ae1c
https://nationalsecurityjournal.org/main-ground-combat-system-the-powerhouse-tank-germany-and-france-want/
https://eu.boell.org/en/defence-partnerships-europe
https://www.bundesregierung.de/bregen/%20service/archive/speech-by-federal-chancellor-angela-merkel-to-the-european-parliament-strasbourg-13-november-%202018-1550688
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governance had decision-making procedures that provide the national parliaments of all 
participating states with a democratic backstop. 

Rather than relying on informal constructs with decentralised support mechanisms, which 
are more vulnerable to changing political winds in the participating states, a core group 
of European states should take the lead in hammering out an intergovernmental 
agreement. This would feature an ESC supported by a NATO-compatible command 
structure (inspired by precedents such as Eurocorps and EATC), a dedicated military 
budget and a multinational defence force. 

Such an arrangement would function as a parallel and autonomous mechanism, available 
to NATO or using NATO mechanisms if agreed. Operating outside the constraints of the 
EU’s formal financial (Article 41(2) TEU) and unanimity decision-making (Article 42 TEU), 
it would preserve the constitutional set-up of the EU Treaties. It would also expand 
operational capacity – just like the Western European Union, which was commissioned to 
perform tasks for the EU in the 1990s. 

3.3. PATHWAY 3: EU-LED DEFENCE COOPERATION 
The EU is not generally perceived either at home or abroad as a provider of strong security 
guarantees, but rather as a financial and economic enabler. Even if its treaty packs a 
mutual assistance clause akin to NATO’s Article 5, the EU as an organisation above and 
beyond its Member States has no political or operational mandate to defend the 
‘homeland’ by military means. Political divides between Member States lead to frequent 
blockages in Council decision-making procedures that require unanimity and delay or 
derail action on foreign and security policy issues. Treaty reform is not on the horizon. 

And yet, ‘the progressive framing of a common defence policy that might lead to a 
common defence’ is an EU Treaty-based competence (Article 24(1) TEU) that can and 
should be used to support, coordinate and supplement the actions of Member States, 
especially when other avenues are closed. Whether or not Europe will ever be able to 
defend itself without the US is a matter of opinion. But a realistic scenario of burden-
shifting would entail Europe taking responsibility for regional deterrence with 
conventional and rapid reaction capabilities, while the US continues to provide air power 
and the nuclear deterrent. This is where the EU can help. 

The EU can leverage its influence both internally and externally, among associated, 
candidate and like-minded partners (e.g. Norway, the UK and Canada) to convert 
spending commitments into tangible military capabilities. 

To enable this cooperation to work better, current obstacles preventing NATO and the EU 
from achieving maximum synergies in capability development should be removed. NATO 

https://www.clingendael.org/sites/default/files/2020-12/Report_European_Strategic_Autonomy_December_2020.pdf
https://www.nato.int/en/news-and-events/events/transcripts/2026/01/26/remarks-by-nato-secretary-general-mark-rutte-at-the-meeting-of-the-european-parliaments-committee-on-security-and-defence
https://eur04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Femail.newsletters.ft.com%2Fc%2FeJyMkctqHDEQRb9G2qkpvaWFFkOMwcuQBJJVkFSlTON-TFpqD_774IBxllnWqcvlwql50K_9eE0b3ftCY9DBMbViYlOckvTGgnVBR05rnpcnTEqFShCNKK2RMMEUUdAbUYoh5WSTkhy_JkMmAgA6GcDbhjlQcLYEKVGjBOBzUqAsGBklAICZfFYRWi4-Vh20q8zAx6g-tTHVfeVLuo5x60xfmHpk6vF-v0-v-znOQm__N5JHvTL9-ML0A_04-_o9X9zrZ6ZcLj_rNW8bLUw_XGpGpuwnzZS9xHUmpH_uRlsnpIUpq_w7DrHuC63zMo88H8SXuY8nTNa5oGwJtVhHDiplGyJFyW_Hjmcdqd_y8cyP1Ae90DaVZa_Pa946M1Dp1ic6-UG_T_rblgFi1d6K0pwWpmoQkaoVRkqAUIxVgO9xwi-04dd5_TAFmo90njMyffkvVePIW891zPv2hMnr1qgWLaTGIkzMUkStsvBYZMAWjHONn52Ob-eMqYXYCNELaYGE8bKIAMGIpkrFFp1HKvwlqT8BAAD__197uf8&data=05%7C02%7Csteven.blockmans%40ceps.eu%7C59ac0c05cffa45d46cab08dd7f290bd4%7Ca3f6b4024be2499f865362bf541589e2%7C0%7C0%7C638806536495319915%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=IG2YfTJaGCFQQMlZnkQh%2BSTyJJtXgIfejft4VcDUxwk%3D&reserved=0
https://eur04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Femail.newsletters.ft.com%2Fc%2FeJyMkctqHDEQRb9G2qkpvaWFFkOMwcuQBJJVkFSlTON-TFpqD_774IBxllnWqcvlwql50K_9eE0b3ftCY9DBMbViYlOckvTGgnVBR05rnpcnTEqFShCNKK2RMMEUUdAbUYoh5WSTkhy_JkMmAgA6GcDbhjlQcLYEKVGjBOBzUqAsGBklAICZfFYRWi4-Vh20q8zAx6g-tTHVfeVLuo5x60xfmHpk6vF-v0-v-znOQm__N5JHvTL9-ML0A_04-_o9X9zrZ6ZcLj_rNW8bLUw_XGpGpuwnzZS9xHUmpH_uRlsnpIUpq_w7DrHuC63zMo88H8SXuY8nTNa5oGwJtVhHDiplGyJFyW_Hjmcdqd_y8cyP1Ae90DaVZa_Pa946M1Dp1ic6-UG_T_rblgFi1d6K0pwWpmoQkaoVRkqAUIxVgO9xwi-04dd5_TAFmo90njMyffkvVePIW891zPv2hMnr1qgWLaTGIkzMUkStsvBYZMAWjHONn52Ob-eMqYXYCNELaYGE8bKIAMGIpkrFFp1HKvwlqT8BAAD__197uf8&data=05%7C02%7Csteven.blockmans%40ceps.eu%7C59ac0c05cffa45d46cab08dd7f290bd4%7Ca3f6b4024be2499f865362bf541589e2%7C0%7C0%7C638806536495319915%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=IG2YfTJaGCFQQMlZnkQh%2BSTyJJtXgIfejft4VcDUxwk%3D&reserved=0
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needs to share the necessary information with the corresponding EU structures (such as 
the European Defence Agency and European Commission), and vice versa. 

In 2024, the Letta report called for a ‘radical transformation’ of the EU’s industrial capacity 
and the creation of a common market in the fields of security and defence. Months later, 
the Draghi report rightly called the major investments needed to cover shortfalls in the 
defence industrial sphere an ‘insurance cost’ for Europe to become more strategically 
autonomous. The Niinistö report of that same year advised on how to join up the existing 
administrative, budgetary and operational instruments to bolster civilian and defence 
readiness in a ‘whole of Europe’ approach. It is here that the EU can really add value. 

The need for an integrated approach was further underlined in the March 2025 Joint 
White Paper for European Defence Readiness 2030. Accompanied by a roadmap 
published six months later, the White Paper was a clarion call for the rearmament of 
Europe through a ‘once-in-a-generation surge in European defence investment’. 

The EU has adopted a set of measures to support the defence industry. These include the 
EUR 150 billion SAFE loan instrument, a relaxation of eurozone fiscal rules and a revision 
of the EU’s cohesion policy. Post-Covid recovery and resiliency funds are being directed 
towards military investments and the European Investment Bank’s mandate expanded. 
The mobilisation of private capital through the Capital Markets Union to fund security-
related projects requires more work. 

Although these initiatives and pledges in military expenditures are dearly needed after 
years of austerity, the Commission’s proposal to relax fiscal rules under the Stability and 
Growth Pact will be of limited help to countries with high deficits and debts seeking to 
borrow more. And while the SAFE instrument is off to a quick start, it cannot overcome 
the handicap that the national borrowing costs of low-debt countries (Germany, Sweden, 
the Netherlands and Denmark) are less than the cost of EU bonds. This means that SAFE 
will be useful only for countries with large debts (Italy, Spain and Greece) or small 
countries with insufficient domestic debt markets (e.g. Latvia or Lithuania). The 
EUR 150 billion available under SAFE should be sufficient for this group of countries as it 
is much larger than their combined expenditure on defence investment. 

That said, an escape clause in SAFE seems to allow a substantial part of SAFE funding to 
go on national procurement. Any SAFE 2.0 should not only increase the envelope of EU 
bonds but also impose stricter conditions regarding cross-border procurement to 
promote greater convergence in the deeply fragmented defence market. 

Moreover, a SAFE 2.0 should be open to a wider group of like-minded countries, in 
particular the UK, to finance strategic capabilities. Financing procurement from Ukraine 
or Canada is already possible under the present SAFE mechanisms. If Ukraine were also 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/ny3j24sm/much-more-than-a-market-report-by-enrico-letta.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/strengthening-european-competitiveness/eu-competitiveness-looking-ahead_en
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/defence/safer-together-path-towards-fully-prepared-union_en
https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/document/download/30b50d2c-49aa-4250-9ca6-27a0347cf009_en?filename=White%20Paper.pdf
https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/document/download/30b50d2c-49aa-4250-9ca6-27a0347cf009_en?filename=White%20Paper.pdf
https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/eu-defence-industry/readiness-roadmap-2030_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:L_202501106
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/sv/statement_25_673
https://iep.unibocconi.eu/safeguarding-effectiveness-security-action-europe-through-soft-law#:%7E:text=Under%20Article%20346(1)(,SAFE%20is%20intended%20to%20address.
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/sustainable-inclusive-growth/charts/interchangeable-parts
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able to receive funding under a second edition of this scheme, it would provide another 
important avenue to support the country. 

Now is the time to push for rebalancing the EU’s defence industrial relationships and spell 
out what it means to make them mutually beneficial. Recognising that Europe’s security 
is inextricably linked to that of Ukraine, heads of state or government in the EU have 
rightly called on the Commission to integrate the country’s defence industry into the 
emerging single market for defence. It is of mutual strategic interest. These efforts should 
be accelerated and widened to other geopolitically aligned candidate countries. 

Going forward, the transatlantic industrial alliance will also have to be imbued with more 
reciprocity. With the growing weight of an increasingly integrated defence market, from 
which the US benefits so much, comes the need to renegotiate the terms and conditions 
of industrial cooperation with Washington. More specifically, when Europe produces for 
US consumption, it should no longer be subject to American control of its value chain. 
When Europe buys American, there should be guarantees that upgrades and resupply will 
not be withheld for political reasons. In this context, the EU should intensify its quest for 
digital sovereignty, among others by upgrading its cyber defence capacity and building a 
combat cloud. 

For more than two decades, the EU has performed external military functions in line with 
its Common Security and Defence Policy, with strategic value in terms of capacity building 
and monitoring, especially on its outer periphery (as in the training of more than 90 000 
soldiers through the EU Military Assistance Mission in Ukraine). The EU should stand by 
all geopolitically aligned candidate countries and beef up its military assistance to increase 
the resilience of Moldova and countries of the Western Balkans (cf. NATO’s Kosovo Force). 
Not only would this be a way to ensure ‘forward defence’, it would also prepare for the 
duty of collective security once these countries become members. In this respect, it is 
worth noting that it is the EU that is keeping Ukraine in the field. The recent agreement 
on a EUR 90 billion support package shows the importance of the EU framework in raising 
the necessary funds that Ukraine is transforming into real fighting power. 

It has long been a matter of debate to what extent the EU can use military means for 
territorial defence. By referring to Member States rather than EU institutions, the EU’s 
mutual assistance clause (Article 42(7) TEU) establishes a mechanism for direct 
intergovernmental dialogue and support. It bypasses the involvement of EU bodies, as 
happened in the single instance when the clause was triggered in 2015, in response to 
the Bataclan attacks in France. This mechanism enables an EU country to request 
assistance from other Member States, even in scenarios where a given threat originates 
from a NATO ally.  

However, the legal geography of Article 42(7) in the Common Foreign and Security Policy 
part of the EU Treaty would suggest that assistance can be rendered outside EU territory, 

https://www.techpolicy.press/washington-could-activate-a-kill-switch-to-terminate-european-access-to-us-tech-heres-how-it-could-work/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EXAS_STU(2026)775284
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/military-support-ukraine/#:%7E:text=Russian%20assets%20used?-,Training%20for%20Ukrainian%20soldiers,member%20states'%20activities%20delivering%20training
https://reunir-horizon.eu/if-america-wants-kfor-out-the-eu-must-be-ready-to-step-in/
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/europes-self-defence-tous-pour-un-et-un-pour-tous/
https://www.clingendael.org/publication/uncharted-and-uncomfortable-european-defence
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as happened in 2015-16. Pending a decision by the European Council to put territorial 
defence by the EU on an operational legal basis, domestic EU action would be limited, for 
instance, to the integration of the European Drone Defence Initiative for the Eastern Flank 
Watch into the operations of the European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex). 

As part of the process of drawing up a new European Security Strategy, the European 
Commission and High Representative should go beyond the 2022 Strategic Compass in 
operationalising Article 42(7) TEU and offering guidance for Member States on how to 
make use of the EU’s support structures. The European Parliament’s resolutions from 
2012 and 2026 provide a good basis on which to build and connect initiatives that are 
being developed to flesh out the internal solidarity clause (Article 222 TFEU) and the EU’s 
March 2025 Preparedness Union Strategy. These initiatives include setting up a crisis hub 
to support Member States and enhance Europe’s ability to prevent and respond to 
emerging threats that fall under both treaty provisions, notably hybrid and cybersecurity 
threats, foreign information manipulation and interference. 

The arrangements for civ-mil preparedness touch directly on the work of the EU’s military 
command structures, which require more advanced planning. It would be useful to 
increase the readiness of these structures also in view of a desirable clarification. In 
complementarity with NATO’s Article 5 and national defence policies, the obligation of aid 
and assistance by EU Member States to one or more of their own that fall victim to armed 
aggression should constitute action that restores security and deterrence in the EU area. 
After all, the first sentence of the Schuman Declaration of 1950 states that ‘peace cannot 
be safeguarded without the making of creative efforts proportionate to the dangers which 
threaten it’. To be sure, a consultation and decision-making mechanism should be put in 
place to allow competent and like-minded non-EU countries to offer aid and assistance 
by any means within their power. 

Ultimately, unified political leadership is needed to forge a genuine European Defence 
Union, which has designated EU forces at its disposal to perform supplementary tasks 
under the single concept of security. While a pioneering group of Member States may 
explore avenues of differentiated integration to set up camp, fully integrating the new 
structures will inevitably take more time than is currently available to close the window 
of vulnerability by 2030.  

The evolving threat landscape and US insistence that Europe takes responsibility for its 
own conventional defence nevertheless demand a shift in how the EU is perceived. It 
should no longer be viewed as just a financial enabler but rather as a more fully-fledged 
agent for fairer burden sharing in a wider architecture for the defence of the European 
security order. In this role, it would serve as a much-needed buffer against uncertainty, 
which requires the necessary structures to act autonomously.   

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=oj:JOC_2015_419_R_0022
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20260116IPR32444/eu-must-respond-decisively-to-any-form-of-coercion-against-eu-member-states
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/preparedness_en
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/files/20_69_schuman_declaration1950_a5_en.pdf
https://verfassungsblog.de/european-defence-union-intergovernmental/
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4. CONCLUSION 
Since the end of the Cold War, Europe’s security architecture has been designed primarily 
around crisis response. This approach assumes a stable baseline of normality, punctuated 
by episodic disruptions that require temporary intervention before a return to normal. 

Yet, this assumption no longer reflects today’s strategic environment. Europe is now 
operating in a context where major powers are actively reshaping the underlying rules of 
the international system. Two permanent members of the UN Security Council are 
currently engaged in armed conflict that they have initiated on spurious legal grounds; a 
third one may soon follow, raising serious concerns about the erosion of established legal 
and normative frameworks governing the use of force. In such an environment, the 
perceived threshold for military action appears to be lowering, with broader implications 
for global stability. 

Against this backdrop, a reactive crisis-management model is ever more insufficient. Both 
the mitigation of risks and the ability to capitalise on emerging opportunities require 
earlier, anticipatory decision-making. 

Recent developments in the Gulf illustrate this point. Despite the foresight and clear 
warning signs of escalating tensions involving Iran and the potential closure of the Strait 
of Hormuz – with well-understood global economic consequences – Europe’s response 
was largely reactive. Following the outbreak of conflict, efforts were characterised by 
urgency and improvisation, including questions around rapid deployments, the protection 
of regional assets and the defence of Cyprus, an EU Member State and host to British 
military bases. A more proactive posture – such as sustained engagement with regional 
partners and support for counter-drone and air defence resilience – could have been 
pursued in advance. The constraint was not a lack of information, expertise or capabilities, 
but rather a structural issue within decision-making processes, which do not consistently 
incentivise or compel early ministerial engagement. 

The central lesson for Europe is clear: our defence, security and governance frameworks 
must evolve to enable timely, forward-looking decisions in an increasingly contested and 
unpredictable strategic landscape. 
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