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Summary
• While issues such as Brexit, Catalonia and the rise of nationalism dominate the global headlines
and point towards the disintegrating forces at play in Europe, a new ambition for increased European
defence cooperation and a collective effort to upgrade capabilities, is currently exposing a rather
different trend going on among the EU member states.
• EU leaders’ increased political will to pool and align defence resources reflects an acknowledgment
of a changing geopolitical outlook, in which both external and internal developments are
compromising Europe’s security. These include the Brexit vote, Trump’s ‘America First’ policies and
a more assertive Russia.
• The Brexit vote has actually been the most powerful enabler to bolster European defence cooperation.
The UK has persistently watered down or vetoed EU ambitions in this area. With Britain no longer
actively involved, the remaining key EU member states (France and Germany) have quickly started
to lift the level of ambition for security and defence cooperation.
• The Syrian refugee crisis as well as a string of terrorist attacks have provided Europe’s wake up
call to strengthen its own security. A convergence of member states’ threat perceptions around
issues of migration, refugees, terrorism and organised crime have made the stability of the MENA
region a key concern in Europe’s new security ambitions.
• In mid-December, the European Council officially endorsed a ‘Permanent Structured
Cooperation’ (PESCO), a mechanism through which 25 out of the current 28 EU member states
have pledged to enhance defence cooperation, both with regard to capability development
projects as well as through projects focused on pooling operational forces.
• PESCO is only the latest initiative indicating a change in Europe’s views on defence issues. Other
examples include the adoption of the EU Global Strategy and its implementation strategy in
2016, and in 2017 the launch of a European Defence Fund (EDF), a ‘Coordinated Annual Review
on Defence’ (CARD) as well as a ‘Military Planning and Conduct Capability’ (MPCC).
• Of the sixteen current, ongoing missions in the framework of the EU’s CSDP, nine are located in the
wider MENA region. The overall focus areas of these missions in MENA are fighting terrorism and
organised crime, managing migration flows and enhancing border management.
• Given the convergence of threat perceptions of key EU member states around issues related to the
MENA region, the more enabling environment is likely to lead to concrete proposals and operational
actions in the area of (limited) stabilisation efforts in (North) Africa, in Libya and Mali in particular.
• The EU is also likely to further strengthen its efforts in the MENA region to cooperate with
respective authorities on border management and border control, countering terrorism and
countering radicalisation.

Why Is It Important?
• Taken together, these new strategies and
cooperation mechanisms form part of a scheme
that, if implemented to full capacity, would allow
and incentivise individual EU countries to pool
their current scattered defence resources in a more
strategic and efficient way. This could lead to more
cost-effective procurement and development of
new, innovative capabilities enhancing the ability of
Europe to be a security actor of greater significance.
• If taken seriously by the member states involved, this
new ambition could become a game changer in key
sectors including counter-terrorism, rapid response
capabilities and cyber security and is likely to mark
a step-change with regard to Europe’s autonomy
vis-à-vis the United States.
• Within its new ambitions, stabilisation of the MENA
region is taking a prominent role. In this regard,
the EU is likely to further strengthen its efforts in
the MENA region to cooperate with its respective
authorities on border management and border
control and launch new initiatives in the area of
countering terrorism and countering radicalisation.
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member states. The UK has persistently watered
down or vetoed EU ambitions in this area, as its
national interest has been to keep the North
Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) as the prime
arena for Europe’s security and defence, as well
as to stress the UK-US ‘special relationship’ that
has guided London’s foreign and security policy
since the Second World War. With Britain no
longer actively involved, the remaining key EU
member states have quickly started to lift the level of
ambition for security and defence cooperation.
This has put France and Germany in the driver’s
seat, outlining a joint vision, including concrete
proposals for a European Security Pact.1 Italy, Spain
and others have followed enthusiastically.
Increased
uncertainty
around
President
Trump’s commitment to Europe’s security
through NATO has also helped the Europeans come
together. For decades, Europeans have relied on
the US’s security umbrella without having to pay
their fair share for it. This ’burdensharing debate’
amongst members of NATO has been ongoing
since NATO’s inception, with the US repeatedly
encouraging Europe to spend more on defence.
But President Trump, whose ties with Russia are
also making several EU states uncomfortable, has
taken this quarrel to a new level, launching direct
criticisms of NATO’s European partners, singling
out the German Chanchellor Angela Merkel in
particular. This appears to have triggered a change
of heart in Germany, long a staunch ally of the US,
with Chancellor Merkel stating that ‘the times in
which we can fully count on others are somewhat
over (…) we Europeans must really take our
destiny into our own hands.’2 Germany’s acting
foreign minister Sigmar Gabriel echoed this
feeling in a December 2017 speech, mentioning
that the US’ traditional European allies do not only
‘remain sceptical about the Trump Administration’,
but are preparing ‘to part ways on significant
issues’.3
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While terror threats are partly home-grown, these
issues are intrinsically linked to the stability of the
MENA region. The refugee crisis that overwhelmed
Europe re-emphasised the link between Europe’s
security and developments in the MENA region, but
also made it painfully clear that Europe has limited
capacity to engender change and faces issues
working together effectively when confronted with
ad hoc crisis.
Current CSDP Missions in MENA
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Of the sixteen current, ongoing missions in
the framework of the EU’s CSDP, nine are located in
the wider MENA region (see map). The overall focus
areas of these missions in MENA are fighting
terrorism and organised crime, managing migration
flows and enhancing border management.
The latest addition has been the EU Advisory Mission
in support of security sector reform in Iraq
(EUAM), which was established in 2017 in
response to a request by the Iraqi government.
With an initial one year mandate, a team of 35 EU
experts will be deployed to Baghdad by the end of
this year. It will focus on assisting with the
implementation of the civilian aspects of the
Iraqi
security
strategy,
addressing
issues
including terrorism, corruption, political instability
and ethnic and sectarian polarisation.
The CSDP mission receiving the most global
attention, is the EU Naval Mission in the
Mediterranean
(EUNAFVOR
MED:
Operation
Sophia), which started in 2015. Its core mandate is
to ‘undertake systematic efforts to identify, capture
and dispose of vessels and enabling assets used
or suspected of being used by migrant smugglers
or traffickers, in order to contribute to wider EU
efforts to disrupt the business model of human
smuggling and trafficking networks in the
Southern Central Mediterranean and prevent the
further loss of life at sea’.11
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• More and better coordinated strategic capabilities;
• A more robust rapid response capacity; and,
• A greater willingness to deploy civilian and military
missions in the wider MENA region.
In order to have any real autonomous power, Europe
will need to upgrade its defence capabilities and
acquire the necessary strategic assets. Most of the
recently launched initiatives focus on exactly that
aspect of cooperation. Through PESCO, member
states will not only increase spending on defence,
including on research and technology, but also have
a mechanism to create economies of scale and invest
in strategic assets that would be too costly or risky to
develop on a purely national basis.
In addition to creating an incentive for new
collaborations, including a pan-European military
training centre and a pan-European military medical
unit, PESCO can provide an umbrella for existing
bottom-up regional defence integration initiatives,
such as the Belgian-Dutch naval cooperation, or
the European Air Transport Command, a
collaboration between France, Germany, Spain, Italy,
Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg. In a
joint Ministerial Council earlier this year, France and
Germany had also announced a range of joint
capability projects that they are interested in.15
Based on that list, future initiatives are likely to
include a European maritime surveillance system, a
European Medium-Altitude
Long
Endurance
(MALE) drone, the next generation of Tiger
helicopters and the development of joint fighter
jets to replace the current national versions.
The increased spending on defence, and the
development of capabilities and strategic assets, will
strengthen the European pillar of NATO and could
lead to more autonomous decision-making in
Europe’s key capitals. As such, it can bolster the EU’s
ability to act as an international security partner,
including in its direct southern neighbourhood and
as security partner for the Gulf region.
Another area in which Europeans, without
the UK, are to push for rapid progress, is on the
deployment
of
rapid-reaction
forces,
both
with regard to civilian as well as military
deployments. As enshrined in the EU treaties, CSDP
missions can focus on a range of tasks, including
humanitarian and rescue, conflict prevention,
peace-keeping,
peace-making,
disarmament
operations, military advice and assistance, and
post-conflict stabilisation tasks.16
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