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Introduction

1� 1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�!ŎƀŅõĤĺ̐�̱�ŬăŰĤûăŅõƛ�!ŎŅõĺƀŰĤŎŅŰ̏�NăĺŰĤŅķĤ�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�!ŎƀŅõĤĺ̲̐�'ăõăłòăŬ�˘˗̪˘˘̐�˘ˠˠˠ̐�
ĠŹŹŨ̜̜̏ƕƕƕ̖ăƀŬŎŨØŬĺ̖ăƀŬŎŨØ̖ăƀ̜ăŅĺØŬęăłăŅŹ̝Ņăƕ̜ăƀŬŎŨăØŅõŎƀŅõĤĺ̜Ũûė̜Ġăĺ̝ăŅ̖Ũûė.

2� §Ġă�qĤõă�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�!ŎƀŅõĤĺ�ėŎŬłØĺĺƛ�ăŰŹØòĺĤŰĠăû�ŹĠă��ŎĺĤŹĤõØĺ�ØŅû��ăõƀŬĤŹƛ�!ŎłłĤŹŹăă�̦��!̧̐�ŹĠă�
1®�nĤĺĤŹØŬƛ�!ŎłłĤŹŹăă�̦1®n!̧�ØŅû�ŹĠă�1®�nĤĺĤŹØŬƛ��ŹØƫ�̦1®n�̧�òƀŹ�ĺăØûăŬŰ�ĠØû�ØĺŬăØûƛ�õØĺĺăû�ėŎŬ�
ŹĠăĤŬ�õŬăØŹĤŎŅ�ØŹ�ŹĠă�!ŎĺŎęŅă�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�!ŎƀŅõĤĺ�ĤŅ�aƀŅă�˘ˠˠˠ̖

DANIEL FIOTT

˙˗�ƛăØŬŰ�ØęŎ̐�ŎŅ�˘˗̪˘˘�'ăõăłòăŬ�˘ˠˠˠ̐�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ� ĺăØûăŬŰ�łăŹ� ĤŅ�NăĺŰĤŅķĤ� ŹŎ� ŰķăŹõĠ� ŎƀŹ� ŹĠă� õØŨØòĤĺĤŹĤăŰ� ØŅû� ĤŅŰŹĤŹƀŹĤŎŅŰ� ŹĠăƛ�
ŹĠŎƀęĠŹ�ƕăŬă�Ņăăûăû�ėŎŬ�ŹĠă�!�'��ŹĠØŹ�ŹĠăƛ�ĠØû�ĺØƀŅõĠăû�ŰĤƚ�

łŎŅŹĠŰ�ăØŬĺĤăŬ�ØŹ�ŹĠă�!ŎĺŎęŅă�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�!ŎƀŅõĤĺ̖�§Ġă�˘ˠˠˠ�NăĺŰĤŅķĤ�łăăŹĤŅę�
underlined European leaders’ ‘determination to develop an autonomous ca-

ŨØõĤŹƛ�ŹŎ�ŹØķă�ûăõĤŰĤŎŅŰ�ØŅû̐�ƕĠăŬă�q�§{�ØŰ�Ø̀ƕĠŎĺă�ĤŰ�ŅŎŹ�ăŅęØęăû̐�ŹŎ�ĺØƀŅõĠ�
and conduct EU-led military operations in response to international crises’.1 

nŎŬă�ŰŨăõĤƱõØĺĺƛ̐�ŹĠă�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�!ŎƀŅõĤĺ�ûăõĤûăû�ŹĠØŹ�ŹĠă�1®̵Ű�ĺăƔăĺ�Ŏė�ØłòĤŹĤŎŅ�
ŎŅ�ûăėăŅõă�ŰĠŎƀĺû�òă�ŰăŹ�ØŹ�ØŅ�ØòĤĺĤŹƛ�ŹŎ�ûăŨĺŎƛ�ƀŨ�ŹŎ�̃ ˗̐˗˗˗̪˝˗̐˗˗˗�ŨăŬŰŎŅŅăĺ�
ƕĤŹĠĤŅ�˝˗�ûØƛŰ̐�ØŅû�ŹŎ�ŰƀŰŹØĤŅ�ŹĠĤŰ�ûăŨĺŎƛłăŅŹ�ėŎŬ�ƀŨ�ŹŎ�Ø̀ƛăØŬ̐�òƛ�˙˗˗˚̖��ƛ�
ŹĠă�ŹĤłă�ŹĠă�qĤõă�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�!ŎƀŅõĤĺ�õŎŅƔăŅăû�ĤŅ�'ăõăłòăŬ�˙˗˗˗̐�ķăƛ�!�'��ĤŅ-

stitutions2�ƕăŬă�ėŎŬłØĺĺƛ�ăŰŹØòĺĤŰĠăû�ØŅû�ĤŅ�˙˗˗˚�ŹĠă�1®�ŰŹØŬŹăû�ŹŎ�ƀŅûăŬŹØķă�
łĤŰŰĤŎŅŰ�ØŅû�ŎŨăŬØŹĤŎŅŰ̐�ØŰ�ƕăĺĺ�ØŰ�ŎŨăŬØŹĤŎŅØĺĤŰĤŅę�ŹĠă�1®��ØŹŹĺăęŬŎƀŨŰ�òƛ�
˙˗˗˛̖�§Ŏ�ŹĠĤŰ�ûØƛ̐�ĠŎƕăƔăŬ̐�ŹĠă�ØłòĤŹĤŎŅ�ŰăŹ�ØŹ�NăĺŰĤŅķĤ�̦ŹĠă�̳NăØûĺĤŅă�FŎØļ̵́�
ĠØŰ�ŅăƔăŬ�òăăŅ�ėƀĺƱĺĺăû�̩�ăƔăŅ�ŹĠŎƀęĠ�ĤŹ�ŬăłØĤŅŰ�Ø̀ŹØŬęăŹ�ŹĠØŹ�ĠØŰ�ŅŎŹ�òăăŅ�
ØĺŹăŬăû�ŎŬ�ĺŎƕăŬăû�òƛ�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�ĺăØûăŬŰ̖

{ė�õŎƀŬŰă̐�ĤŅ�̇ ˗˙˗̐�ŰĤłĤĺØŬ�ūƀăŰŹĤŎŅŰ�ØòŎƀŹ�ŹĠă�1®̵Ű�ĺăƔăĺ�Ŏė�ØłòĤŹĤŎŅ�ėŎŬ�Űă-

õƀŬĤŹƛ�ØŅû�ûăėăŅõă�ûŎłĤŅØŹă�ûăĺĤòăŬØŹĤŎŅŰ�ØòŎƀŹ�ŹĠă�!�'�̖�®ŅûăŬ�ŹĠă�!ŬŎØŹĤØŅ�
�ŬăŰĤûăŅõƛ�Ŏė�ŹĠă�!ŎƀŅõĤĺ�Ŏė�ŹĠă�1®�ĤŅ�˙˗˙˗̐�ĺăØûăŬŰ�ØŅû�łĤŅĤŰŹăŬŰ�ØŬă�ŰŹĤĺĺ�ûă-

òØŹĤŅę�ĠŎƕ�ŹŎ�ăŅŰƀŬă�ŹĠØŹ�ŹĠă�®ŅĤŎŅ�õØŅ�ûăŨĺŎƛ�łĤĺĤŹØŬƛ�ØŅû�õĤƔĤĺĤØŅ�ØŰŰăŹŰ�ØŰ�
ŨØŬŹ�Ŏė� ŹĠă�!ŎłłŎŅ�DŎŬăĤęŅ�ØŅû��ăõƀŬĤŹƛ��ŎĺĤõƛ� ̦!D��̧̐�ØŅû�ĠŎƕ�ŹĠă�!�'��
can facilitate greater EU strategic autonomy in security and defence. Since the 

ŨƀòĺĤõØŹĤŎŅ�Ŏė�ŹĠă�1®�FĺŎòØĺ��ŹŬØŹăęƛ̐�Ø̀ŬØėŹ�Ŏė�Ņăƕ�ŰŹŬƀõŹƀŬăŰ�ØŅû�õØŨØõĤŹĤăŰ�

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/enlargement_new/europeancouncil/pdf/hel_en.pdf
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ĠØŰ�òăăŅ�ŨƀŹ� ĤŅ�ŨĺØõă̖�{Ņ� ŹĠă�ŎŅă�ĠØŅû̐��ăŬłØŅăŅŹ��ŹŬƀõŹƀŬăû�!ŎŎŨăŬØŹĤŎŅ�
̦�1�!{̧̐�ŹĠă�!ŎŎŬûĤŅØŹăû��ŅŅƀØĺ��ăƔĤăƕ�ŎŅ�'ăėăŅõă�̦ !��'̧�ØŅû�ŹĠă�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�
'ăėăŅõă�DƀŅû�̦1'Ḑ�ØŬă�ûăŰĤęŅăû�ŹŎ�ăŅĠØŅõă�õØŨØòĤĺĤŹƛ�ûăƔăĺŎŨłăŅŹ�ØŅû�ŹĠă�
õŎŎŬûĤŅØŹĤŎŅ�Ŏė�ŅØŹĤŎŅØĺ�ûăėăŅõă�ŨĺØŅŅĤŅę̖�{Ņ�ŹĠă�ŎŹĠăŬ̐�ŹĠă�nĤĺĤŹØŬƛ��ĺØŅŅĤŅę�
ØŅû�!ŎŅûƀõŹ�!ØŨØòĤĺĤŹƛ�̦n�!!̧�ŨŬŎƔĤûăŰ�ėŎŬ�łŎŬă�ŰŹŬăØłĺĤŅăû�õŎłłØŅû�ØŅû�
õŎŅŹŬŎĺ�ėŎŬ�!�'��łĤĺĤŹØŬƛ�łĤŰŰĤŎŅŰ�ØŅû�ŎŨăŬØŹĤŎŅŰ̐�ƕĠăŬăØŰ�ŹĠă�!ĤƔĤĺĤØŅ�!�'��
!ŎłŨØõŹ�òĤŅûŰ�łăłòăŬ�ŰŹØŹăŰ�ŹŎ�Ø̀ŰăŹ�Ŏė�õŎłłĤŹłăŅŹŰ�ŹĠØŹ�ØŬă�ûăŰĤęŅăû�ŹŎ�
improve the responsiveness of the EU’s civilian capacities. Despite the intro-

ûƀõŹĤŎŅ�Ŏė� ŹĠăŰă�ØłòĤŹĤŎƀŰ� ĤŅĤŹĤØŹĤƔăŰ� ŰĤŅõă�˙˗˘˝̐�ĠŎƕăƔăŬ̐� ŹĠăŬă�ĠØƔă�òăăŅ�
ŬăõƀŬŬăŅŹ�ûăòØŹăŰ�ŰĤŅõă�ŹĠăŅ�ØòŎƀŹ�ƕĠăŹĠăŬ�ŹĠă�1®�ĤŰ�ØŅ�ØƀŹŎŅŎłŎƀŰ�ŰăõƀŬĤŹƛ�
ØŅû�ûăėăŅõă�ØõŹŎŬ�ŎŬ�ŅŎŹ̖� RŅ� ėØõŹ̐� ăƔăŅ�Ø̀ õƀŬŰŎŬƛ� ĺŎŎķ�òØõķ�ŎƔăŬ� ŹĠă�ŨØŰŹ�˙˗�
ƛăØŬŰ�õØŅ�ĺăØû�ƀŰ�ŹŎ�ūƀăŰŹĤŎŅ�ƕĠăŹĠăŬ�ŹĠă�1®�ĠØŰ�ĤŅ�ėØõŹ�òăõŎłă�łŎŬă�õØŨØòĺă�
ØŅû�łŎŬă�ŬăŰŨŎŅŰĤòĺă�ĤŅ�ŹĠĤŰ�ûŎłØĤŅ̖��ŅŰƕăŬĤŅę�ŹĠĤŰ�ūƀăŰŹĤŎŅ�ûăŨăŅûŰ�ŎŅ�ĠŎƕ�
ƕă�òăŅõĠłØŬķ�̳ŰƀõõăŰŰ̵�ĤŅ�ŬăĺØŹĤŎŅ�ŹŎ�!�'��̩�ƕĠăŹĠăŬ�ĤŹ�ĤŰ�ăƔØĺƀØŹăû�ØŰ�Ø̀ŹŎŎĺ�
ėŎŬ�õŬĤŰĤŰ�łØŅØęăłăŅŹ�ŎŬ�ØŰ�ØŅ�ĤŅŰŹŬƀłăŅŹ�ėŎŬ�ŨŎƕăŬ̖

DŎŬ�ŰŎłă̐�ŹĠă�®ŅĤŎŅ�ĠØŰ�ØĺŬăØûƛ�ăłăŬęăû�ØŰ�Ø̀õŬăûĤòĺă�ØŅû�ăƫăõŹĤƔă�õŬĤŰĤŰ�
manager.3��ĤŅõă�ĤŹŰ�ƱŬŰŹ�ûăŨĺŎƛłăŅŹ�ŹŎ��ŎŰŅĤØ�ØŅû�NăŬƤăęŎƔĤŅØ�ĤŅ�˙˗˗˚̐4 the 

Union has gone on to launch 34 missions and operations5�ŹŎ�˙˘�ûĤƫăŬăŅŹ�õŎƀŅ-

tries and regions. Accordingly, the Union has deployed force and civilian ex-

ŨăŬŹĤŰă� ƀŰĤŅę� ĤŹŰ� ŎƕŅ� ØƀŹŎŅŎłŎƀŰ� ûăõĤŰĤŎŅ̪łØķĤŅę� òŎûĤăŰ� ØŅû� ĤŹŰ� ŎƕŅ� Ŭă-

ŰŎƀŬõăŰ̖��Ű�Ø̀ŬăŰƀĺŹ̐�!�'��ĠØŰ�ĺăû�ŹŎ�ŹØŅęĤòĺă�ûĤƫăŬăŅõăŰ�ĤŅ�ŹĠă�õŎƀŅŹŬĤăŰ�ØŅû�
ŬăęĤŎŅŰ�ƕĠăŬă�łĤŰŰĤŎŅŰ�ØŅû�ŎŨăŬØŹĤŎŅŰ�ĠØƔă�òăăŅ�ûăŨĺŎƛăû̖�ÃĠĤĺă�ƕă�łƀŰŹ�
ŬăõŎęŅĤŰă�ŹĠØŹ�ŹĠăŬă�ĤŰ�ŅŎ�ăƚØõŹ�ŰõĤăŅõă�ŹŎ�łăØŰƀŬĤŅę�ŹĠă�ŹØŅęĤòĺă�ăƫăõŹŰ�Ŏė�ŹĠă�
!�'�̐�ƕă�õØŅ�ŨŎĤŅŹ�ŹŎ�ĤŅŰŹØŅõăŰ�ƕĠăŬă�ŹĠă�1®̵Ű�ėƀŰĤŎŅ�Ŏė�õĤƔĤĺĤØŅ�ØŅû�łĤĺĤŹØŬƛ�
tools have positively contributed to security. Take, for example, the Union’s 

ăƫŎŬŹŰ�ĤŅ�ŹĠă�NŎŬŅ�Ŏė��ėŬĤõØ̐�ƕĠăŬă�ŹĠă�õŎłòĤŅØŹĤŎŅ�Ŏė�ØŅ�ØŅŹĤ̪ŨĤŬØõƛ�ŅØƔØĺ�
operation and civilian capacity-building and military training missions have 

led to the re-opening of commercial shipping lines and food aid deliveries in 

ŹĠă� RŅûĤØŅ�{õăØŅ̖� RŅ� ŹĠĤŰ� ŬăęØŬû̐� ŰĤŅõă�˙˗˗ˠ̐�1®�ŅØƔØĺ�ØõŹĤŎŅ�ĠØŰ� ĺăû� ŹŎ� ŹĠă�
ŨŬŎŹăõŹĤŎŅ�Ŏė�ŰŎłă�˛˟˜�ÃŎŬĺû�DŎŎû��ŬŎęŬØłłă�̦ÃD�̧�ØŅû�˘˛˗��ėŬĤõØŅ�®ŅĤŎŅ�
nĤŰŰĤŎŅ�ĤŅ��ŎłØĺĤØ�̦�nR�{ņ�ƔăŰŰăĺŰ̐�ĤŅ�ŹƀŬŅ�ŬăŰƀĺŹĤŅę�ĤŅ�ŹĠă�ŰØėă�ûăĺĤƔăŬƛ�Ŏė�

3� �ăă̐�ėŎŬ�ăƚØłŨĺă̐�§ĠĤăŬŬƛ�§ØŬûƛ̐�̱!�'��ĤŅ��õŹĤŎŅ̏�ÃĠØŹ�!ŎŅŹŬĤòƀŹĤŎŅ�ŹŎ�RŅŹăŬŅØŹĤŎŅØĺ��ăõƀŬĤŹƛ?”, 
EUISS Chaillot Paper�ŅŎ̖�˘˚˛̐�nØƛ�˙˗˘˜̖

4� 1®��ŎĺĤõă�nĤŰŰĤŎŅ��ŎŰŅĤØ�ØŅû�NăŬƤăęŎƔĤŅØ�ƕØŰ�ûăŨĺŎƛăû�ŎŅ�˘�aØŅƀØŬƛ�˙˗˗˚�ØŅû�ĤŹ�ƕØŰ�ŹĠă�ƱŬŰŹ�
łĤŰŰĤŎŅ�õŎŅûƀõŹăû�ƀŅûăŬ�ŹĠă�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ��ăõƀŬĤŹƛ�ØŅû�'ăėăŅõă��ŎĺĤõƛ̖�

5� §ĠĤŰ�ŅƀłòăŬ�ăƚõĺƀûăŰ�ŹĠă�1®̵Ű��ŎŬûăŬ��ŰŰĤŰŹØŅõă�nĤŰŰĤŎŅ�ŹŎ�nŎĺûŎƔØ�ØŅû�®ķŬØĤŅă̐�ØŰ�ŹĠĤŰ�łĤŰŰĤŎŅ�
ĤŰ�ŅŎŹ�łØŅØęăû�òƛ�!�'��ŰŹŬƀõŹƀŬăŰ̖
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˘̐˟ˠ˗̐˝˘˙�łăŹŬĤõ�ŹŎŅŅăŰ�Ŏė�ėŎŎû�òƛ�ŹĠă�ÃD��ŹŎ��ŎłØĺĤØ̖6 This comprehensive 

ØŨŨŬŎØõĠ�ŹŎ�ŰăõƀŬĤŹƛ�ØŅû�ûăėăŅõă�̩�ėƀŰĤŅę�õĤƔĤĺ�ØŅû�łĤĺĤŹØŬƛ�ŹŎŎĺŰ�̩�ĤŰ�Ø̀ĠØĺĺ-
mark of the Union’s strategy against instability.

This ability has only been possible because 

of successive evolutions in the EU’s institu-

ŹĤŎŅØĺ� ØŬõĠĤŹăõŹƀŬă� ŰĤŅõă� ˘ˠˠˠ� ØŅû� ŹĠă� ŨŎŎĺĤŅę�
of member state capabilities, personnel and re-

ŰŎƀŬõăŰ̖�NØƔĤŅę�ØĺŬăØûƛ�ăŰŹØòĺĤŰĠăû� ŹĠă�ŨŎŰŹ�Ŏė�
NĤęĠ��ăŨŬăŰăŅŹØŹĤƔă�ėŎŬ�ŹĠă�!D���ƀŅûăŬ�ŹĠă�˘ˠˠˠ�
§ŬăØŹƛ� Ŏė� �łŰŹăŬûØł̐� ŹĠă� !ŎĺŎęŅă� 1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�
!ŎƀŅõĤĺ� ĤŅ� ŹĠă� ŰØłă�ƛăØŬ� ûăƔăĺŎŨăû� ŹĠă� ̳�ăŬĺĤŅ�

�ĺƀŰ�ØŬŬØŅęăłăŅŹŰ̵̐�ƕĠĤõĠ�ƕăŬă�ûăŰĤęŅăû�ŹŎ�ęĤƔă�ŹĠă�1®�ØõõăŰŰ�ŹŎ�q�§{�ØŰ-

ŰăŹŰ�ØŅû�õØŨØòĤĺĤŹĤăŰ�ƀŅûăŬ�ŰŨăõĤƱõ�õŎŅûĤŹĤŎŅŰ̖�ÃĠØŹ�ĤŰ�łŎŬă̐�ĤŅ�!ŎĺŎęŅă�ĺăØû-

ers recognised the need for the creation of politico-military bodies like the 

�ŎĺĤŹĤõØĺ�ØŅû��ăõƀŬĤŹƛ�!ŎłłĤŹŹăă�̦��!̧̐�1®�nĤĺĤŹØŬƛ�!ŎłłĤŹŹăă�̦1®n!̧�ØŅû�
1®�nĤĺĤŹØŬƛ��ŹØƫ�̦1®n�̧̐�ØŰ�ƕăĺĺ�ØŰ�ƀŅûăŬĺĤŅĤŅę� ŹĠă� ĤłŨŎŬŹØŅõă�Ŏė�ŨŬă̪ăƚ-

ĤŰŹĤŅę�ØęăŅõĤăŰ̐�ŰƀõĠ�ØŰ�ŹĠă�1®��ØŹăĺĺĤŹă�!ăŅŹŬă�̦�ØŹ!ăŅ̧�ØŅû�ŹĠă�1®�RŅŰŹĤŹƀŹă�
ėŎŬ� �ăõƀŬĤŹƛ� �ŹƀûĤăŰ� ̦1®R��̧̖�§Ġă�ƱŬŰŹ�1®�łĤĺĤŹØŬƛ�NăØûĺĤŅă�FŎØĺ�ƕØŰ� ŰăŹ� ØŹ�
NăĺŰĤŅķĤ� ĤŅ�˘ˠˠˠ̐�ØŅû�ŹĠă�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ��ăõƀŬĤŹƛ�ØŅû�'ăėăŅõă��ŎĺĤõƛ�̦1�'�̧�ƕØŰ�
ûăõĺØŬăû�ŎŨăŬØŹĤŎŅØĺ� ĤŅ�˙˗˗˘�ûƀŬĤŅę�ŹĠă�eØăķăŅ�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�!ŎƀŅõĤĺ̖�NŎƕăƔăŬ̐�
ŹĠă� NăØûĺĤŅă� FŎØĺ� ƕØŰ� ūƀĤõķĺƛ� ŬăƔĤŰăû� ØŹ� ŹĠă� �ŬƀŰŰăĺŰ� 1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ� !ŎƀŅõĤĺ� ĤŅ�
˙˗˗˛̐�ƕĠĤõĠ� ĤŅõĺƀûăû� ėƀŬŹĠăŬ�ƕŎŬķ�ŎŅ� ŹĠă�õŬăØŹĤŎŅ�Ŏė�1®��ØŹŹĺăęŬŎƀŨŰ7 and 

Ø̀õØĺĺ�ŹŎ�ăŅŰƀŬă�ŹĠăĤŬ�ėƀĺĺ�ŎŨăŬØŹĤŎŅØĺ�ŬăØûĤŅăŰŰ�òƛ�˙˗˗˞̖�§ĠĤŰ�ØŰŨĤŬØŹĤŎŅ�ƕØŰ�
bolstered by the positive experiences of having deployed the EU’s largest mil-

ĤŹØŬƛ�ŎŨăŬØŹĤŎŅ�ĤŅ�'ăõăłòăŬ�˙˗˗˛�̩�1®D{��Althea�ŰØƕ�ŰŎłă�˞̐˗˗˗�ŹŬŎŎŨŰ�ûă-

ŨĺŎƛăû�ŹŎ��ŎŰŅĤØ�ØŅû�NăŬƤăęŎƔĤŅØ�ŹŎ�ăŅŰƀŬă�õŎłŨĺĤØŅõă�ƕĤŹĠ�ŹĠă�'ØƛŹŎŅ̜�ØŬĤŰ�
Agreement.

'ăƔăĺŎŨłăŅŹŰ�ĤŅ�õĤƔĤĺĤØŅ�!�'��ĠØƔă�ØĺŰŎ�õŎŅŹŬĤòƀŹăû�ŹŎ�ŹĠă�®ŅĤŎŅ̵Ű�ØƀŹŎŅ-

Ŏłƛ�ĤŅ�ŰăõƀŬĤŹƛ�ØŅû�ûăėăŅõă̖�RŅ�˙˗˗˗̐�ŹĠă�®ŅĤŎŅ�ŰăŹ�ĤŹŰ�ƱŬŰŹ�!ĤƔĤĺĤØŅ�NăØûĺĤŅă�
FŎØĺ�ØŹ�ŹĠă�DăĤŬØ�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�!ŎƀŅõĤĺ�ĤŅ��ŎŬŹƀęØĺ̏�ŹĠă�ęŎØĺ�ŰŹĤŨƀĺØŹăû�ŹĠØŹ�ŹĠă�1®�
ŰĠŎƀĺû�òă�Øòĺă�ŹŎ�ûăŨĺŎƛ�˜̐˗˗˗�ŨŎĺĤõă�ŎƬõăŬŰ�ƕĤŹĠĤŅ�˚˗�ûØƛŰ�̩�˘̐˗˗˗�Ŏė�ŹĠăŰă�
ŎƬõăŬŰ�ƕŎƀĺû�Ņăăû�ŹŎ�òă�ŎŅ�ĠĤęĠ�ŬăØûĤŅăŰŰ̖�§Ġă�FŎŹĠăŅòƀŬę�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�!ŎƀŅõĤĺ�
ĤŅ�˙˗˗˘�òƀĤĺŹ�ŎŅ�DăĤŬØ�òƛ�ŰŹØŹĤŅę�ŹĠØŹ�òƛ�˙˗˗˚�ŹĠă�®ŅĤŎŅ�ŰĠŎƀĺû�ØĺŰŎ�òă�Øòĺă�ŹŎ�
ûăŨĺŎƛ�˙˗˗�ĴƀûęăŰ�ØŅû�ŨŬŎŰăõƀŹŎŬŰ�ØŅû�ƀŨ�ŹŎ�˙̐˗˗˗�õĤƔĤĺ�ŨŬŎŹăõŹĤŎŅ�ŨăŬŰŎŅŅăĺ�

6� 1®q�ÂD{���ŹØĺØŅŹØ̐�̱căƛ�DØõŹŰ�ØŅû�DĤęƀŬăŰ̲̐�ĠŹŹŨŰ̜̜̏ăƀŅØƔėŎŬ̖ăƀ̜. 

7� 1®��ØŹŹĺăęŬŎƀŨŰ�ØŬă�ŬØŨĤûĺƛ�ûăŨĺŎƛØòĺă�ėŎŬõăŰ�Ŏė�ØŨŨŬŎƚĤłØŹăĺƛ�˘̐˜˗˗�ŹŬŎŎŨŰ�ŹĠØŹ�ØŬă�ŨĺØõăû�ŎŅ�
Ø̀ŰĤƚ̪łŎŅŹĠ�ŬŎŹØŹĤŎŅØĺ�ŰŹØŅûòƛ̖

There are far 
fewer military 

CSDP missions and 
operations today 
than at the inception 
of the CSDP.

https://eunavfor.eu/
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ØŹ�ƔăŬƛ�ŰĠŎŬŹ�ŅŎŹĤõă̖�NØƔĤŅę� ĺØŬęăĺƛ�łăŹ� ŹĠăŰă�ŹØŬęăŹŰ�òƛ�˙˗˗˛̐�Ņăƕ�!ĤƔĤĺĤØŅ�
NăØûĺĤŅă�FŎØĺŰ�ƕăŬă�ŬăŰŨăõŹĤƔăĺƛ�ŰăŹ�ėŎŬ�˙˗˗˟�ØŅû�˙˗˘˗�ŹĠØŹ�õØĺĺăû�ėŎŬ�ØûûĤ-
ŹĤŎŅØĺ�ăƚŨăŬŹŰ�ŎŅ�ûĤØĺŎęƀă̐�õŎŅƲĤõŹ�ØŅØĺƛŰĤŰ̐�õĤƔĤĺ�ŬăŰŨŎŅŰă�ØŅû�ŹŬØŅŰŅØŹĤŎŅ-

Øĺ�ûĤØĺŎęƀă̖�§Ġă�1®̵Ű�ŬăØûĤŅăŰŰ�ĤŅ�õĤƔĤĺĤØŅ�ŹăŬłŰ�ƕØŰ�ƀŅûăŬĺĤŅăû�ĤŅ�DăòŬƀØŬƛ�
˙˗˗˟�ƕĤŹĠ�ŹĠă�ûăŨĺŎƛłăŅŹ�Ŏė�1®e1È�cŎŰŎƔŎ̐�ŹĠă�®ŅĤŎŅ̵Ű�ĺØŬęăŰŹ�õĤƔĤĺĤØŅ�łĤŰ-

ŰĤŎŅ�ŹŎ�ûØŹă̐�ƕĠĤõĠ�ĠØŰ�ŎƔăŬŰăăŅ�õØŨØòĤĺĤŹƛ�òƀĤĺûĤŅę�ėŎŬ�ŹĠă�Ŭƀĺă�Ŏė�ĺØƕ�ØŅû�ŹĠă�
ŹŬØĤŅĤŅę�Ŏė�ŨŎĺĤõă̐�ĴƀûęăŰ̐�õƀŰŹŎłŰ�ŎƬõĤØĺŰ�ØŅû�õĤƔĤĺ�ØûłĤŅĤŰŹŬØŹŎŬŰ̖

'ăŰŨĤŹă� ŹĠăŰă� ûăƔăĺŎŨłăŅŹŰ̐� ĠŎƕăƔăŬ̐� ĤŹ� ĤŰ� ĤłŨŎŬŹØŅŹ� ŹŎ� ŬăõŎęŅĤŰă� ŹĠØŹ�
ŹĠăŬă�ØŬă�ėØŬ�ėăƕăŬ�łĤĺĤŹØŬƛ�!�'��łĤŰŰĤŎŅŰ�ØŅû�ŎŨăŬØŹĤŎŅŰ�ŹŎûØƛ�ŹĠØŅ�ØŹ�ŹĠă�
ĤŅõăŨŹĤŎŅ�Ŏė�ŹĠă�!�'��̩�ŹŎûØƛ�ŹĠăŬă�ØŬă�˝�ŎŅęŎĤŅę�łĤĺĤŹØŬƛ�!�'��ûăŨĺŎƛłăŅŹŰ�
ØŅû� ˘˗� õĤƔĤĺĤØŅ� łĤŰŰĤŎŅŰ� ̦ØĺŹĠŎƀęĠ� ØŅŎŹĠăŬ� õĤƔĤĺĤØŅ� łĤŰŰĤŎŅ� ĤŰ� ŨĺØŅŅăû� ėŎŬ�
˙˗˙˗̧̖�§ĠĤŰ�ėØõŹ�ĤĺĺƀŰŹŬØŹăŰ�òŎŹĠ�ŹĠă�ŬăĺØŹĤƔă�ăƬõĤăŅõƛ�ƕĤŹĠ�ƕĠĤõĠ�ŹĠă�®ŅĤŎŅ�
can deploy civilian missions and EU member states’ continued reservations 

ØòŎƀŹ�ûăŨĺŎƛĤŅę�łĤĺĤŹØŬƛ�ėŎŬõă�ĤŅ�Ø̀!�'��ėŬØłăƕŎŬķ̖�1ƔăŅ�ƕĤŹĠ�ŹĠă�ØûŎŨŹĤŎŅ�
Ŏė�ŹĠă�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ��ăõƀŬĤŹƛ��ŹŬØŹăęƛ�ĤŅ�˙˗˗˚̐�ŹĠă�õŬăØŹĤŎŅ�Ŏė�Ø̀õŎłłŎŅ�ƱŅØŅõ-

ĤŅę�łăõĠØŅĤŰł�ĤŅ�˙˗˗˛�̦ŹĠă�̳�ŹĠăŅØ�năõĠØŅĤŰł̵̧�ØŅû�ŹĠă�ĤŅŹŬŎûƀõŹĤŎŅ�Ŏė�ŹĠă�
eĤŰòŎŅ�§ŬăØŹƛ�ĤŅ�'ăõăłòăŬ�˙˗˗ˠ̐�ŹĠĤŰ�ŰĤŹƀØŹĤŎŅ�ĠØŰ�ŅŎŹ�õĠØŅęăû̖

DŎŬ�ŎŹĠăŬŰ̐�ĠŎƕăƔăŬ̐�ØŅû�ŬăęØŬûĺăŰŰ�Ŏė�ĤŹŰ�ŬăõŎŬû�ĤŅ�õŬĤŰĤŰ�łØŅØęăłăŅŹ̐�ŹĠă�
!�'��ĠØŰ�òăõŎłă�Ø̀ ŹŎŎĺ� ŹĠØŹ�ûŎăŰ�ŅŎŹ�ăŅŹĤŬăĺƛ�ƱŹ� ŹĠă�ęăŎŨŎĺĤŹĤõØĺ�ŨŬăŰŰƀŬăŰ�
Europe faces today.8 This much higher benchmark argues that the so-called 

�ăŹăŬŰòăŬę� §ØŰķŰ� ûăƱŅăû� òƛ� 1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ� ĺăØûăŬŰ� ĤŅ� aƀŅă� ˘ˠˠ˙� ƀŅûăŬ� ŹĠă� ŹĠăŅ�
ÃăŰŹăŬŅ�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�®ŅĤŎŅ�̦Ã1®̧̐�ØŅû�ĺØŹăŬ�ĤŅõŎŬŨŎŬØŹăû�ĤŅŹŎ�ØŅû�ăƚŨØŅûăû�òƛ�
ŹĠă�eĤŰòŎŅ�§ŬăØŹƛ�ĤŅ�˙˗˗ˠ,9�ØŬă�Ø̀ŨŬŎûƀõŹ�Ŏė�Ø̀òƛęŎŅă�ăŬØ�ŹĠØŹ�ŰØƕ�ƀŅŬĤƔØĺĺăû�
�łăŬĤõØŅ�ŨŎƕăŬ�ØėŹăŬ�˘ˠˠ˘�ęĤƔă�ŬĤŰă�ŹŎ�ØŅ�ŎƔăŬ-
ƕĠăĺłĤŅę�ûăŰĤŬă�ŹŎ�õŎŬŬăõŹ�ŹĠă�ĤĺĺŰ�Ŏė�ęĺŎòØĺĤŰØ-

tion.10� �ăŬĠØŨŰ� ŹĠĤŰ� ƔĤăƕŨŎĤŅŹ� ƀŅėØĤŬĺƛ� ęĺŎŰŰăŰ�
over the continued instability in places such as 

ŹĠă��ØĠăĺ�̩�ØŬăØŰ�Ŏė�1ƀŬŎŨă̵Ű�ƕĤûăŬ�ŅăĤęĠòŎƀŬ-
hood that can be intensely violent and not as 

easy to remedy as the label ‘crisis management’ 

8� �ăă̐�ėŎŬ�ăƚØłŨĺă̐�nØŬęŬĤăŹ�'ŬăŅŹ�ØŅû�'Ĥõķ�ÒØŅûăă̐�̱�ėŹăŬ�ŹĠă�1®F�̏�nØĤŅŰŹŬăØłĤŅę�Ø̀qăƕ�!�'�̲̐�
EUISS Alert̐�ŅŎ̖�˚˛̐�aƀĺƛ�˙˗˘˝̛��ûŬĤØŅ�Nƛûă̪�ŬĤõă̐�̱§Ġă�!ŎłłŎŅ��ăõƀŬĤŹƛ�ØŅû�'ăėăŅõă��ŎĺĤõƛ̲̐�ĤŅ�
NƀęŎ�năĤĴăŬ�ØŅû�nØŬõŎ�ÃƛŰŰ�̦ăûŰ̧̖̐�The Handbook of European Defence Policies and Armed Forces 
̦{ƚėŎŬû̏�{ƚėŎŬû�®ŅĤƔăŬŰĤŹƛ��ŬăŰŰ̐�˙˗˘˟̧̐�ŨŨ̖�˚ˠ˙̪˛˗˝̖

9� §Ġă��ăŹăŬŰòăŬę�§ØŰķŰ�ĤŅĤŹĤØĺĺƛ�ĤŅõĺƀûăû�ĠƀłØŅĤŹØŬĤØŅ�ØŅû�ŬăŰõƀă�ŹØŰķŰ̐�ŨăØõăķăăŨĤŅę�ŹØŰķŰ�ØŅû�
tasks of combat forces in crisis management, including peacemaking, but, once incorporated 
ƀŅûăŬ��ŬŹĤõĺă�˛˙�Ŏė�ŹĠă�§ŬăØŹƛ�ŎŅ�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�®ŅĤŎŅ̐�ĴŎĤŅŹ�ûĤŰØŬłØłăŅŹ�ŎŨăŬØŹĤŎŅŰ̐�łĤĺĤŹØŬƛ�ØûƔĤõă�
ØŅû�ØŰŰĤŰŹØŅõă�ŹØŰķŰ�ØŅû�ŨŎŰŹ̪õŎŅƲĤõŹ�ŰŹØòĤĺĤŰØŹĤŎŅ�ŹØŰķŰ�ƕăŬă�Øûûăû̖�

10� eƀĤŰ��ĤłŏŅ̐ ̱!�'�̐��ŹŬØŹăęƛ�ØŅû�!ŬĤŰĤŰ�nØŅØęăłăŅŹ̏�{ƀŹ�Ŏė��ŬăØ�ŎŬ�{ƀŹ�Ŏė��ƀŰĤŅăŰŰ̗̲̐�The 
RŅŹăŬŅØŹĤŎŅØĺ��ŨăõŹØŹŎŬ̏�RŹØĺĤØŅ�aŎƀŬŅØĺ�Ŏė�RŅŹăŬŅØŹĤŎŅØĺ��ƫØĤŬŰ̐�ƔŎĺ̖�˛˞̐�ŅŎ̖�˚�̦˙˗˘˙̧̐�ŨŨ̖�˘˗˗̪˘˘˜̖

The impetus behind 
the CSDP followed 

Europe’s helplessness 
in dealing resolutely 
with the Balkan crisis 
during the 1990s.
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łØƛ�ŰŎłăŹĤłăŰ�ĤłŨĺƛ̖�qăƔăŬŹĠăĺăŰŰ̐�ŹĠĤŰ�ƔĤăƕ�ĠŎĺûŰ�ŹĠØŹ�ŹĠă�ŬăØĺ�ŰăõƀŬĤŹƛ�ûĤ-
lemma facing Europe is not instability near the EU’s borders but rather the 

ŹăõŹŎŅĤõ�ŰĠĤėŹŰ�ƀŅûăŬƕØƛ�ĤŅ�ĤŅŹăŬŅØŹĤŎŅØĺ�ŨŎĺĤŹĤõŰ�̩ �ĤŅûăăû̐�ŬăęĤŎŅØĺ�ĤŅŰŹØòĤĺĤŹƛ�
õØŅ�òă�ûĤŬăõŹĺƛ�ØŹŹŬĤòƀŹăû�ŹŎ�ŹĠăŰă�ŰĠĤėŹŰ�ĤŅ�õăŬŹØĤŅ�ĤŅŰŹØŅõăŰ�̦ă̖ę̖��ƀŰŰĤØ̵Ű�ŰăĤ-
ƤƀŬă�Ŏė�!ŬĤłăØ̧̖

nŎŬă�õŎŅõŬăŹăĺƛ̐�ƕĠăŅ�!�'��ĤŰ�ƕăĤęĠăû�ØęØĤŅŰŹ�ŹĠă�§ŬƀłŨ�ŨŬăŰĤûăŅõƛ̐�ŹĠă�
ŬĤŰă�Ŏė�!ĠĤŅØ�ØŅû�Ø̀õŬƀłòĺĤŅę�łƀĺŹĤĺØŹăŬØĺ�ŎŬûăŬ̐�ĤŹ�õØŅŅŎŹ�ĠăĺŨ�òƀŹ�ûĤŰØŨŨŎĤŅŹ̖�
�ĺŹĠŎƀęĠ� ŹĠĤŰ� ĤŰ� ØŅ� ƀŅėØĤŬ�łăŹŬĤõ� Ŏė� !�'�̵Ű� ĤłŨŎŬŹØŅõă̐� ęĤƔăŅ� ŹĠă� ŰŨăõĤƱõ�
treaty provisions governing the policy and the fact that it has not been set up 

ŹŎ�ûăØĺ�ƕĤŹĠ�ęĺŎòØĺ�ęăŎŨŎĺĤŹĤõØĺ�õŎłŨăŹĤŹĤŎŅ̐�ŹĠă�ØŬęƀłăŅŹ�ĤŅƔØŬĤØòĺƛ�õŎłăŰ�
ėŬŎł�ØŅ�ƀŅûăŬŰŹØŅûØòĺă�ŨăŬŰŨăõŹĤƔă̏�ŎŅă�ŹĠØŹ�ƕØŅŹŰ�ŹŎ�Űăă�ŹĠă�1®�ŰăõƀŬă�ĤŹŰ�
ƔØĺƀăŰ�ØŅû�ĤŅŹăŬăŰŹŰ�ĤŅ�Ø̀ƕŎŬĺû�ƕĠăŬă�Ŏĺû�ŨØŬŹŅăŬŰ�ØŅû�Ņăƕ�ŨŎƕăŬŰ�õØŅŅŎŹ�òă�
ŬăĺĤăû�ƀŨŎŅ̖�§Ŏ�ŨØŬØŨĠŬØŰă�eŎŬû��ØĺłăŬŰŹŎŅ̐�ƕĠĤĺă�ŹĠă�1®�łØƛ�òă�ŰŹØŬŹĤŅę�ŹŎ�
ŬăØĺĤŰă�ĤŹ�ĠØŰ�ŅŎ�ăŹăŬŅØĺ�ØĺĺĤăŰ�ŎŬ�ŨăŬŨăŹƀØĺ�ăŅăłĤăŰ̐�ŹĠă�ûĤƬõƀĺŹƛ�ŹĠă�1®�ėØõăŰ�
ĤŅ�ûăƱŅĤŅę�ăŹăŬŅØĺ�ØŅû�ŨăŬŨăŹƀØĺ�ĤŅŹăŬăŰŹŰ�̩�ØŅû�ĤŅ�ƀŅĤŰŎŅ�ŹŎŎ�̩�Øĺĺ�ŹŎŎ�ŎėŹăŅ�
ƀŅûăŬõƀŹŰ�!D���ØŅû̐�òƛ�ăƚŹăŅŰĤŎŅ̐�!�'�̖�qƀłăŬŎƀŰ�ŨØŰŹ�ØŅû� ŬăõăŅŹ�ăƚØł-

ŨĺăŰ�ĠĤęĠĺĤęĠŹ�ŹĠă�ŎõõØŰĤŎŅØĺĺƛ�ƲĤłŰƛ�õŎłłŎŅ�ĤŅŹăŬăŰŹŰ�ŹĠă�!�'��ĤŰ�ŰƀŨŨŎŰăû�
ŹŎ�ĠăĺŨ�ŰăõƀŬă�̦ă̖ę̖�eĤòƛØ�ØŅû��ƛŬĤØ�ĤŅ�˙˗˘˘̧̖�®ŅûăŬ�ŹĠĤŰ�ƔĤăƕ̐�ØŅƛ�õĺØĤł�ŹŎ�1®�
ŰŹŬØŹăęĤõ�ØƀŹŎŅŎłƛ�ŬĤŅęŰ�ĠŎĺĺŎƕ�òăõØƀŰă�ŹĠă�®ŅĤŎŅ�ŬăłØĤŅŰ�ŨŎĺĤŹĤõØĺĺƛ�ûĤƔĤûăû�
and not militarily capable of deploying force.11

ÉăŹ�ƕă�ØŬă�ŨăŬĠØŨŰ�ŨŬŎŅă�ŹŎ�ėŎŬęăŹŹĤŅę�ŹĠă�ŰĤłĤĺØŬĤŹĤăŰ�ƕĤŹĠ�ŹĠă�ŨØŰŹ̖�§Ġă�
ĤłŨăŹƀŰ�òăĠĤŅû�ŹĠă�!�'��ėŎĺĺŎƕăû�1ƀŬŎŨă̵Ű�ĠăĺŨĺăŰŰŅăŰŰ�ĤŅ�ûăØĺĤŅę�ŬăŰŎĺƀŹă-

ĺƛ�ƕĤŹĠ� ŹĠă��ØĺķØŅ�õŬĤŰĤŰ�ûƀŬĤŅę� ŹĠă� ˘ˠˠ˗Ű̖�§Ġă�®ŅĤŹăû��ŹØŹăŰ�ĠØû� ŹŎ� ŰŹăŨ� ĤŅ�
ƕĠĤĺă�1ƀŬŎŨă�ƕØŰ�ęŬØŅûŰŹØŅûĤŅę�ØòŎƀŹ� ĤŹŰ� ̳ĠŎƀŬ̵� ĤŅ�ĠĤŰŹŎŬƛ̖��ęØĤŅ̐� ĤŅ�˙˗˗˚̐�
�łăŬĤõØŅ�ØõŹĤŎŅ� ĤŅ� RŬØū� ŰŨĺĤŹ�1ƀŬŎŨă̐�òƀŹ� ŹĠăŬă�ƕØŰ�ŅŎ� ŬăØĺĤŰŹĤõ�ƕØƛ�ØŹ� ŹĠØŹ�
ŨŎĤŅŹ�ĤŅ�ŹĤłă�ŹĠØŹ�ŹĠă�!�'��õŎƀĺû�ŬăŨĺØõă�ŹĠă�®��ØŰ�ŹĠă�ķăƛ�ęƀØŬØŅŹŎŬ�Ŏė�Űăõƀ-

ŬĤŹƛ�ĤŅ�1ƀŬŎŨă̖��ûłĤŹŹăûĺƛ̐�ĠŎƕăƔăŬ̐�ŹĠăŬă�ĤŰ�ŰŎłăŹĠĤŅę�ƔăŬƛ�ûĤƫăŬăŅŹ�ØòŎƀŹ�
ŹĠă�ŨŎĺĤŹĤõØĺ�ĺØŅûŰõØŨă�ŹŎûØƛ�ƕĠăŅ�õŎłŨØŬăû�ŹŎ�ŹĠă�˘ˠˠ˗Ű̖�§ŎûØƛ̐�ØŬłŰ�õŎŅ-

ŹŬŎĺ�ĤŰ�ėØûĤŅę�ĤŅ�1ƀŬŎŨă�ûƀă�ŹŎ�ŹĠă�ŹăØŬĤŅę�ƀŨ�Ŏė�ŹĠă�RqD�§ŬăØŹƛ̐�®���ŬăŰĤûăŅŹ�
Trump has rhetorically undermined some of NATO’s core precepts such as 

�ŬŹĤõĺă�˜̐��ƀŰŰĤØ� ĤŰ�ØęØĤŅ�ØŅ�ØŅŹØęŎŅĤŰŹ� ĤŅ�1ØŰŹăŬŅ�1ƀŬŎŨă�ØŅû� ĤŅ�ŨĺØõăŰ� ĺĤķă�
�ƛŬĤØ̐�!ĠĤŅØ̵Ű�ŬĤŰă�ĤŰ�ŹăŰŹĤŅę�1ƀŬŎŨă̵Ű�ŨŎŰĤŹĤŎŅ�ĤŅ�ŹĠă�ƕŎŬĺû�ØŅû��ŬăƚĤŹ�łăØŅŰ�
ŹĠØŹ�ŎŅă�ĠØĺė�Ŏė�ŹĠă�ûƀŎ�ŹĠØŹ�ŰĤęŅăû�ŹĠă��Ź�nØĺŎ�'ăõĺØŬØŹĤŎŅ�ĤŅ�˘ˠˠ˟�ĤŰ�ĺăØƔĤŅę�
ŹĠă�®ŅĤŎŅ�òăĠĤŅû�̩�ØŅû�ŹØķĤŅę�ĤŹŰ�õØŨØòĤĺĤŹĤăŰ�ƕĤŹĠ�ĤŹ̖

11� DŎŬ�ĤŅ̪ûăŨŹĠ�ØŅØĺƛŰĤŰ�ŎŅ�ŹĠă�õŎŅõăŨŹ�Ŏė�̳ŰŹŬØŹăęĤõ�ØƀŹŎŅŎłƛ̵�ĤŅ�ûăėăŅõă�Űăă�'ØŅĤăĺ�DĤŎŹŹ̐�̱�ŹŬØŹăęĤõ�
�ƀŹŎŅŎłƛ̏�§ŎƕØŬûŰ�̳1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ��ŎƔăŬăĤęŅŹƛ̵�ĤŅ�'ăėăŅõă̗̲̐�EUISS Brief̐�ŅŎ̖�˘˙̐�qŎƔăłòăŬ�˙˗˘˟̛��ƔăŅ�
�ĤŰõŎŨ̐�̱DĤęĠŹĤŅę�ėŎŬ�1ƀŬŎŨă̏�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ��ŹŬØŹăęĤõ��ƀŹŎŅŎłƛ�ØŅû�ŹĠă�®Űă�Ŏė�DŎŬõă̲̐�Egmont Paper, 
ŅŎ̖�˘˗˚̐�aØŅƀØŬƛ�˙˗˘ˠ̖
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Within this challenging context, discussions about the EU’s level of ambi-

ŹĤŎŅ�ŎŅ�ŰăõƀŬĤŹƛ�ØŅû�ûăėăŅõă�Ŭă̪ăłăŬęăû�ĤŅ�˙˗˘˝�ƕĤŹĠ�ŹĠă�1®�FĺŎòØĺ��ŹŬØŹăęƛ̖�
qŎŹ�ŎŅĺƛ�ûĤû�ŹĠĤŰ�ŰŹŬØŹăęƛ�ŹØķă�ŰŹŎõķ�Ŏė�Ø̀ŬØŨĤûĺƛ�ûăŹăŬĤŎŬØŹĤŅę�ŰăõƀŬĤŹƛ�ăŅƔĤ-
ŬŎŅłăŅŹ�ėŎŬ�1ƀŬŎŨă̐�ĤŹ�ƕØŰ�ØĺŰŎ�ķăăŅ�ŹŎ�ĺØƛ�ŹĠă�ėŎƀŅûØŹĤŎŅŰ�ėŎŬ�Ø̀ėƀŬŹĠăŬ�ŰŹăŨ�
ėŎŬƕØŬû� ĤŅ� ŹĠă� ŰŹŎŬƛ� Ŏė� ŹĠă� !�'�̖� �õõŎŬûĤŅęĺƛ̐� ŹĠă� ŰŹŬØŹăęƛ� òŬŎØûăŅăû� ŹĠă�
EU’s level of ambition beyond crisis management and capacity building to 

ØĺŰŎ� ĤŅõĺƀûă�Ø̀ŹĠŎƀęĠŹ̪ŨŬŎƔŎķĤŅę�õŎŅõăŨŹ�õØĺĺăû�̳�ŬŎŹăõŹĤŅę�1ƀŬŎŨă̵̐�ƕĠĤõĠ�
ƕØŰ�ûăŰĤęŅăû�ŹŎ�ØûûŬăŰŰ�ĤŰŰƀăŰ�ŰƀõĠ�ØŰ�ĠƛòŬĤû�ŹĠŬăØŹŰ̐�õƛòăŬŰăõƀŬĤŹƛ̐�òŎŬûăŬ�
management and other challenges that sit along the internal-external secu-

rity nexus.

ÃĠØŹ�ĤŰ�łŎŬă̐�ŹĠă�1®�FĺŎòØĺ��ŹŬØŹăęƛ�ØŅû�ĤŹŰ�ŰŨăõĤƱõ�ėŎĺĺŎƕ̪ŎŅ�ĤłŨĺăłăŅ-

ŹØŹĤŎŅ� ŨĺØŅ� ŎŅ� ŰăõƀŬĤŹƛ� ØŅû� ûăėăŅõă� ĤŅŹŬŎûƀõăû� Ņăƕ� ĤŅĤŹĤØŹĤƔăŰ� ûăŰĤęŅăû� ŹŎ�
enhance defence planning and military command and control at the EU level. 

RŹ�ØĺŰŎ�ûƀŰŹăû�Ŏƫ�ŨŬŎƔĤŰĤŎŅŰ�òƀŬĤăû�ĤŅ�ŹĠă�ŹŬăØŹĤăŰ�ŹŎ�ăŅŰƀŬă�ŹĠØŹ�ƕĤĺĺĤŅę�ØŅû�
Øòĺă�łăłòăŬ�ŰŹØŹăŰ�ăłòØŬķ�ŎŅ��1�!{�ĤŅ�ûăėăŅõă�òØŰăû�ŎŅ�òĤŅûĤŅę�õŎłłĤŹ-
ments related to operations and capabilities. Additionally, looking at the rath-

ăŬ�ƕŎăėƀĺ�ĤŅõŬăØŰă�ĤŅ�ûăėăŅõă�õØŨØòĤĺĤŹĤăŰ�ĤŅ�ŹĠă�1®�ŰĤŅõă�˘ˠˠˠ̐�ŹĠă�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�
!ŎłłĤŰŰĤŎŅ�ăŅŹăŬăû�ŹĠă� ėŬØƛ�ƕĤŹĠ� ŹĠă�õŬăØŹĤŎŅ�Ŏė�Ø̀1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�'ăėăŅõă�DƀŅû�
̦1'Ḑ� ĤŅ�˙˗˘˞̖�ÃĤŹĠ�Ø̀ƔĤăƕ� ŹŎ�ŨŬŎƔĤûĤŅę�ƱŅØŅõĤØĺ� ĤŅõăŅŹĤƔăŰ� ėŎŬ� õŎŎŨăŬØŹĤƔă�
ûăėăŅõă� õØŨØòĤĺĤŹƛ� ûăƔăĺŎŨłăŅŹ̐� ŹĠă� !ŎłłĤŰŰĤŎŅ̵Ű� ûăėăŅõă� ØõŹĤŎŅ� ŨĺØŅ� ĤŅ�
˙˗˘˝�ŰŎƀęĠŹ�ŹŎ�ĤŅĴăõŹ�Ø̀ûŎŰă�Ŏė�õŎłłƀŅĤŹØŬĤØŅĤŰł�ĤŅŹŎ�Ø̀ĠĤŹĠăŬŹŎ�ĤŅŹăŬęŎƔăŬŅ-

łăŅŹØĺ�ûŎłØĤŅ̖�ÃĤŹĠ�ŹĠă�ŬØŨĤû�ûăƔăĺŎŨłăŅŹ�Ŏė�Ņăƕ�łĤĺĤŹØŬƛ�ŹăõĠŅŎĺŎęĤăŰ�ØŅû�
questions about the industrial competitiveness of Europe’s defence producers, 

ŹĠă�DƀŅû�ĠØŰ�ŬØĤŰăû�ėƀŬŹĠăŬ�ūƀăŰŹĤŎŅŰ�ØòŎƀŹ�ŹĠă�ŅØŹƀŬă�Ŏė�ŹĠă�!�'�̖

Share of missions/operations

'ØŹØ̏�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�1ƚŹăŬŅØĺ��õŹĤŎŅ��ăŬƔĤõă̐�˙˗˘ˠ
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RŅ�ŹĠĤŰ�ŬăęØŬû̐�ĤŹ�õØŅ�òă�ŎòŰăŬƔăû�ŹĠØŹ�Ņăƕ�ûăƔăĺŎŨłăŅŹŰ�ŰƀõĠ�ØŰ�ŹĠă�1'D�
have broadened discussions about EU security and defence beyond the strict 

õŎŅƱŅăŰ�Ŏė�ŹĠă�!�'�̖��ĺŹĠŎƀęĠ�ŹĠă�§ŬăØŹƛ�ŎŅ�ŹĠă�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�®ŅĤŎŅ�̦§1®̧�õØĺĺŰ�
for EU member states to progressively improve their military capabilities and 

ŰŹŬăŅęŹĠăŅ�ŹĠă�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�'ăėăŅõă�§ăõĠŅŎĺŎęĤõØĺ�ØŅû�RŅûƀŰŹŬĤØĺ��ØŰă�̦1'§R�̧�
ŹĠŬŎƀęĠ� ŹĠă�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�'ăėăŅõă��ęăŅõƛ� ̦1'�̧̐� ŹĠă�ŨŬăŰăŅõă�Ŏė� ŹĠă�1ƀŬŎŨăØŅ�
!ŎłłĤŰŰĤŎŅ�ĤŅ�ûăėăŅõă�łØŹŹăŬŰ�ŬØĤŰăŰ�ūƀăŰŹĤŎŅŰ�ØòŎƀŹ�!�'�̖12�{ƔăŬØĺĺ̐�ƕĠĤĺă�
!�'�� ŰŹĤĺĺ� ŬăłØĤŅŰ� ØŅ� ĤŅŹăŬęŎƔăŬŅłăŅŹØĺ� ęŎƔăŬŅØŅõă� ØŬăŅØ�ƕĠăŬă�łăłòăŬ�
state governments dictate the pace of defence integration through consensus 

ØŅû�õŎłŨŬŎłĤŰă̐�ŹĠă�!ŎłłĤŰŰĤŎŅ�ŅŎƕ�ŎƫăŬŰ�Ø̀łŎŬă�õŎłłƀŅĤŹØŬĤØŅ�ŨØŹĠ�ėŎŬ�
ûăėăŅõă� õØŨØòĤĺĤŹƛ� ûăƔăĺŎŨłăŅŹ�ƕĠĤõĠ� ŨŎŹăŅŹĤØĺĺƛ� ŎƫăŬŰ� Ø̀ƕØƛ� ŹĠŬŎƀęĠ� ŹĠă�
ûăØûĺŎõķ�ŹĠØŹ�õØŅ�ØŬĤŰă�ØŰ�Ø̀ŬăŰƀĺŹ�Ŏė�ĤŅŹăŬęŎƔăŬŅłăŅŹØĺĤŰł̖�§ĠƀŰ̐�ŹĠŬŎƀęĠ�ŹĠă�
DƀŅû�ŹĠă�!ŎłłĤŰŰĤŎŅ�ĤŰ�Øòĺă�ŹŎ�ĤŅƔăŰŹ�ĤŅ�ûăėăŅõă�ŹăõĠŅŎĺŎęĤăŰ�ØŅû�õØŨØòĤĺĤŹĤăŰ�
ØŅû�ŹĠĤŰ�õŎƀĺû�ĠØƔă�Ø̀òăØŬĤŅę�ŎŅ�ĠŎƕ�ƕă�ƔĤăƕ�!�'��̩�ŅŎŹ�ĺăØŰŹ�òăõØƀŰă�ŹĠă�
Union could invest in defence capabilities that are applicable beyond the strict 

õŎŅƱŅăŰ�Ŏė�õŬĤŰĤŰ�łØŅØęăłăŅŹ̖
ÃĤŹĠ�ŎŅă�ăƛă�ŎŅ�ŹĠă�ŨØŰŹ�˙˗�ƛăØŬŰ�ØŅû�ŹĠă�ŎŹĠăŬ�ŎŅ�ŹĠă�ėƀŹƀŬă̐�ŹĠĤŰ�òŎŎķ�

ŰăăķŰ�ŹŎ�ØŅŰƕăŬ�ŹƕŎ�ūƀăŰŹĤŎŅŰ̖�DĤŬŰŹ̐�ĠŎƕ�ŰĠŎƀĺû�ƕă�ØŰŰăŰŰ�ŹĠă�ƱŬŰŹ�˙˗�ƛăØŬŰ�Ŏė�
õĤƔĤĺĤØŅ�ØŅû�łĤĺĤŹØŬƛ�!�'�̗�§ØķĤŅę�Ø̀òŬŎØûăŬ�ĺŎŎķ�ŹŎ�ĤŅõĺƀûă�łĤĺĤŹØŬƛ�õØŨØòĤĺ-
ĤŹƛ�ûăƔăĺŎŨłăŅŹ�ØŅû�ûăėăŅõă̪ĤŅûƀŰŹŬĤØĺ�łØŹŹăŬŰ�ĤŅ�ØûûĤŹĤŎŅ�ŹŎ�!�'��łĤŰŰĤŎŅŰ�
ØŅû�ŎŨăŬØŹĤŎŅŰ̐�ŹĠă�ƔŎĺƀłă�ŎƫăŬŰ�ŬăØûăŬŰ�ØŅ�ĤŅ̪ûăŨŹĠ�ĠĤŰŹŎŬĤõØĺ�ØõõŎƀŅŹ�ŹĠØŹ�
ŨƀŹŰ�ŹĠă�ŨŎĺĤõƛ�ĤŅ�õŎŅŹăƚŹ�ØŅû�õĠØŬŹŰ�ŹĠă�łØĴŎŬ�ŰƀõõăŰŰăŰ�ØŅû�ėØĤĺƀŬăŰ�Ŏė�1®�Øõ-

tion in security and defence. Second, this book looks to the future to ascertain 

ĠŎƕ�ăƚŨăŬŹŰ�ØŅû�ØŅØĺƛŰŹŰ�ûĤŰõăŬŅ�Ø̀ŨŎŰŰĤòĺă�ăƔŎĺƀŹĤŎŅ�ĤŅ�ŹĠă�ƕØƛ�ŹĠă�!�'��ĤŰ�
ėŬØłăû�ØŅû�ûăŨĺŎƛăû̖�RŅ�ŹĠĤŰ�ŬăŰŨăõŹ̐�ŹĠă�òŎŎķ�ŎƀŹĺĤŅăŰ�łØĴŎŬ�ŨŎĺĤŹĤõØĺ̐�ŹăõĠ-

ŅŎĺŎęĤõØĺ�ØŅû�ŰăõƀŬĤŹƛ�ŹŬăŅûŰ�ŹĠØŹ�õŎƀĺû�ØƫăõŹ�ĠŎƕ�1ƀŬŎŨă�ŰăăŰ�ŹĠă�!�'�̖
§Ŏ� ŹĠĤŰ� ăŅû̐� ŹĠă� òŎŎķ� ĤŰ� ûĤƔĤûăû� ĤŅŹŎ� ŹƕŎ�łØĤŅ� ŨØŬŹŰ̏� ƱƔă� õĠØŨŹăŬŰ� ĺŎŎķ�

òØõķƕØŬûŰ̐�ŹĠă�ŎŹĠăŬ�ƱƔă�ĺŎŎķ�ėŎŬƕØŬû̖�RŅ�ŨØŬŹ�ŎŅă̐�ƕă�òăęĤŅ�ƕĤŹĠ�Ø�ŬăƲăõŹĤŎŅ�
òƛ��ăûŬŎ��ăŬŬØŅŎ�ƕĠŎ̐� ØŰ� Ø� ŰăŅĤŎŬ�ŎƬõĤØĺ� ĤŅŹĤłØŹăĺƛ� ăŅęØęăû� ĤŅ� ŹĠă�ûăƔăĺ-
ŎŨłăŅŹ�Ŏė�!�'��ŎƔăŬ�łØŅƛ�ƛăØŬŰ̐� ŰĠØŬăŰ�Ø�ŨăŬŰŎŅØĺ� ŬăƲăõŹĤŎŅ�ŎŅ�ƕĠØŹ�ĠØŰ�
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The EU and the Enlargement: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
- Marek Dabrowski, "Can the EU overcome its enlargement impasse?", 

Bruegel, 2020 pp. 1-3.  
  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

On 5 February 2020, the European Commission published a communication on the EU accession process of 
Western Balkan countries[1], called as the ‘new enlargement methodology’[2]. This may be the good news as 
the step towards overcoming the impasse in the EU enlargement process triggered by the inability of the Council 
to open accession negotiations with North Macedonia and Albania in October 2019. Whether it will happen will 
depend on the position of France and other enlargement-skeptic countries (Denmark and the Netherlands 
opposed starting the talks with Albania). 

Emmanuel Macron explained his desire to reform the European Union and the enlargement process before 
further accession negotiation are launched (Emmott et al, 2019). The communication can be seen as meeting 
the second French condition. 

Even if the impasse is overcome in the next few weeks or months, the damage done so far will be difficult to 
repair. This relates, in particular, to North Macedonia, the country which has waited more than 14 years for 
accession negotiation to open. Such a long waiting period was caused mainly by Greece’s demand to change the 
country’s name from Macedonia. When this conflict was finally resolved in the Prespa Agreement of June 2018 
and the politically painful ratification process of constitutional changes (caused by the change of name) was 
completed, North Macedonia expected to be rewarded with opening accession negotiation. Then came the 
French veto. The government of North Macedonia resigned and called a snap election, scheduled for 12 April, 
the results of which are difficult to predict. It may give a victory to nationalistic forces whose commitment to 
European integration and democratic values is weaker as compared to the outgoing coalition of social democrats 
and Albanian minority parties. 

The consequences of not opening accession negotiations in October 2019 has been felt beyond North Macedonia 
and Albania. The credibility of the entire EU enlargement process in the region has been undermined. 
Consequently, it also put political stability of the Western Balkans under question as it hangs, to a large degree, 
on the prospects of EU membership offered by the EU Thessaloniki summit in June 2003. It also encouraged 
other powers, in particular, Russia and China to continue their meddling in the region’s problems (Tcherneva and 
Varma, 2019). 

Furthermore, as the credibility and strength of the EU Common Foreign and Security Policy (and other external 
policies) is built on so-called soft power and the EU’s ability to deliver on the earlier promises plays a crucial role. 
Signs of isolationism and inward-oriented national policies aimed to mobilize the support of enlargement-
sceptical constituencies damages the EU’s position as the global political player. 

The new communication reminds us of the geopolitical importance of the Western Balkans for the EU and of the 
major commitments the EU has made to this region in the past. It says, among others, that ‘…firm, merit-based 
prospect of full EU membership for the Western Balkans is in the Union’s very own political, security and economic 
interest. In times of increasing global challenges and divisions, it remains more than ever a geostrategic 
investment in a stable, strong and united Europe.’ It also calls ‘all parties [to] abstain from misusing outstanding 



issues in the EU accession process’, a clear reference to incidences of using EU enlargement as a hostage of 
domestic political games in individual member states. 

The communication suggests a new approach to accession negotiations, but whether it will be a new mechanism 
remains a big question. Besides, one may ask whether the procedures used so far should and can be changed. In 
this respect, the communication seems to respond to concerns of the French government and its earlier non-
paper[3] published in November 2019 rather than to real difficulties experienced in accession negotiation. 

One of the issues strongly emphasised by the Commission is the priority of fundamental political reforms such 
as the rule of law, functioning of democratic institutions, fighting corruption, etc. As the document stresses 
‘…negotiations on the fundamentals will be opened first and closed last and progress on these will determine the 
overall pace of negotiations.’ This is the right approach, especially in the light of recent developments on this 
front in some member states, especially in Hungary and Poland. However, focus on the fundamentals in the EU 
accession negotiation is not totally new. It was articulated, among others, in the State of the Union Address 2017 
of the then President of the European Commission Jean-Claude Juncker[4] and then repeated in a series of 
Commission and Council documents related to Western Balkan region in 2018. 

Furthermore, even the strongest emphasis given to foundations of political and legal systems in accession 
negotiations will not provide a full protection against potential abuses of the rule of law and authoritarian drift 
in individual countries once they become EU members. It is worth remembering that Hungary and Poland 
enjoyed high scores in various international ratings of democratic institutions and the rule of law when they 
entered the EU in 2004. Besides, incidents of backsliding on fundamental values have happened not only in new 
member states. 

As well as the greater emphasis on fundamental values in accession negotiation, the EU must also strengthen 
the mechanism of their enforcement with incumbent members. It may include, for example, a regular 
Commission’s assessment of member states’ records in the area of fundamental rights and the rule of law, more 
active use of infringement procedure in case of failure to implement EU law, strengthening competences of the 
Court of Justice of the EU, etc. (Dabrowski, 2017). 

Another novelty heralded in the communication is grouping 35 negotiation chapters into six thematic clusters. 
The Commission believes that this ‘…will allow a stronger focus on core sectors in the political dialogue’ and will 
help identify the most important and urgent reforms per sector. Indeed, this may help and even speed up the 
negotiation process under the condition that some secondary issues in less important chapters will not hold the 
entire negotiation cluster. Another doubt relates to chapters grouping. One may ask, for example, whether 
‘statistics’ and ‘financial control’ really belong to ‘fundamentals’ or whether putting together agriculture and 
regional policy in one cluster is a rational move. The practice will show how the new system works. 

The communication proposes several organisational steps such as better alignment of the reformed negotiation 
process with the work of bilateral Stabilisation and Association Councils, Stabilisation and Association 
Committees and sub-committees, which monitor implementation of Stabilisation and Association Agreements 
(SAA). It also suggests better use of the annual assessment of candidate countries by the Commission, better 
communication to member states on the accession process and more transparency in negotiations. 

Finally, the communication emphasises fair conditionality of accession negotiation and incentives for candidate 
countries. Among ‘carrots’ there are prospects of ‘…accelerated integration and “phasing-in” to individual EU 
policies, the EU market and EU programmes’ and increasing funding and investment ‘…through a performance-
based and reform-oriented Instrument for Pre-accession support and closer cooperation with IFIs to leverage 
support’. The devil is in details: how ‘phasing in’ will operate in practice, that is, whether it will go beyond 
integration provisions of SAA, and whether the new Multiannual Financial Framework can allocate more funds 
for pre-accession aid. 

The ‘sticks’ include putting on hold negotiations in certain areas, suspending the entire negotiation (as it 
happened de facto in case of Turkey), reopening the already closed chapters, reducing the EU funding (except 
for that to civil society), pausing or withdrawing benefits of closer integration. 



In practice, however, the critical issue is finding the right balance between positive and negative incentives. 
Historically, this balance moved towards negative incentives, undercutting the hope of candidate countries that 
have a real chance of joining the EU in a foreseeable future. Such a hope is the strongest incentive to carry out 
the most difficult and painful reforms and all other ‘carrots’ make sense only as intermediate rewards to achieve 
this final goal. ‘Sticks’ which mean, in practice, temporary or permanent exclusion from the EU accession process 
(when things go wrong) are the real threat only if the very idea of EU enlargement remains alive and EU is ready 
to deliver on its historical promise given to Western Balkan countries almost two decades. Keeping the EU 
enlargement perspective affordable for candidates is of crucial importance for creating the right balance of 
incentives in accession negotiations. 
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Rethinking the EU’s 
approach towards its 
southern neighbours  
By Luigi Scazzieri

� The EU’s stated objective is to promote prosperity, stability and security in neighbouring countries in 
the Middle East and North Africa. But in practice, it has had little success on all three counts. The EU’s 
southern neighbours remain stuck in a middle-income trap, and many are more unstable than they 
were ten years ago.

� The EU increasingly sees the region as a source of migrants and terrorism, and its approach has been 
dominated by short-term concerns. But a narrow and unambitious approach does not serve the 
Union’s long-term interests, as it does little to foster real stability amongst its neighbours. 

� The EU’s political and economic offer to its neighbours is measly, and fails to incentivise either closer 
co-operation or reforms. North African and Middle Eastern neighbours are not offered the chance of 
becoming EU members and support is limited to financial assistance and a modest upgrade of trade 
ties. Additionally, the EU’s approach has not been strategic: the Union has provided relatively little 
support to neighbours like Tunisia, where efforts to promote reform stood a good chance of being 
successful, while providing substantial unconditional economic assistance to authoritarian regimes 
such as Egypt. 

� The EU has also made little effort to foster regional security. Europeans have been sidelined in the 
Syrian conflict, and now also in Libya. Member-states have often been divided, making a common 
European response impossible. At the same time, other actors, such as China, the Gulf states, Iran, 
Russia and Turkey have gained influence at the EU’s expense. Libya now risks being partitioned 
between Turkish and Russian spheres of influence.

� The COVID-19 pandemic will deal a heavy blow to many of the EU’s southern neighbours, making 
a strategic rethink of the EU’s approach even more urgent. While most of the southern neighbours 
have not yet been severely hit by the pandemic itself, they will suffer from its economic fallout: 
unemployment and social strife will fuel instability, migration towards Europe and possibly conflict. 

� Europe will need to help its neighbours deal with COVID-19 and its economic fallout. But the EU should 
not lose sight of the long-term picture. If Europeans want their neighbourhood to be stable, they need 
to take more responsibility for its security. They should, for example, be much more proactive in Libya, 
agreeing on a common strategy, trying to obtain a ceasefire and providing troops for a peacekeeping 
mission once a ceasefire is struck.

� The EU should make the countries in its southern neighbourhood a more ambitious offer: deeper 
market access, more opportunities for their citizens to work in Europe and more financial and technical 
assistance. The EU should also develop an associate membership model for democratic countries in 
the region that would be eligible for membership were it not for their geographic location. At the 
same time, the Union should target its financial assistance more strategically, pushing countries to 
respect human rights and align with its foreign policy goals, and reducing support if they refuse.
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The Arab Spring uprisings of 2010-11 sparked hopes amongst many Europeans that their 
neighbours in the Middle East and North Africa were on their way to becoming more democratic, 
prosperous and stable. Almost ten years on, these hopes have largely evaporated. With a few 
exceptions, notably Tunisia, the EU’s southern neighbours are no more democratic than they were 
prior to 2011. Moreover, many countries in the region are more unstable than ten years ago, and 
they are seen in Europe as a source of unwanted migrants and terrorism. 
Civil wars have been raging in Syria since 2011 and Libya 
since 2014. Terrorist groups, such as the so-called Islamic 
State (IS), have proliferated amidst war, social discontent 
and poverty. Europe’s perception of its southern 
neighbours as a source of instability was heightened by 
the 2015-16 migration crisis, which resulted in over one 
million people entering the EU. This crisis contributed to 
the UK’s vote for Brexit, fuelled the rise of populist anti-
immigration forces across Europe and deepened political 
divisions between member-states.  

The COVID-19 pandemic will deal another heavy blow to 
the EU’s southern neighbours, many of whom have weak 
health systems and lack the "nancial means to prevent 
damage to their economies. Unemployment is rising, and 

governments will be pushed to cut spending further or 
raise taxes. Economic disruption will fuel further social 
discontent and extremism, leading to increased migration 
towards Europe. 

This policy brief highlights the failings in the EU’s 
approach towards its southern neighbours in North Africa 
and the Middle East. It focuses on the southern members 
of the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), the main 
instrument of EU policy towards its neighbours. These  
are Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Jordan, 
Lebanon, Israel, Palestine and Syria (Map 1). The brief sets 
out recommendations for how the EU can reshape its 
policy to make the region more secure, prosperous  
and democratic.

Map 1: The EU's southern neighbours
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The evolution of the EU’s approach towards its southern neighbours 

The ENP was launched in 2004 following the EU’s eastern 
enlargement, and included both the EU’s ‘old’ neighbours 
to the south and the ‘new’ ones in the east. The ENP aimed 
to avoid creating new dividing lines between the EU 
and its new neighbours. In the words of then European 
Commission President Romano Prodi, the neighbours 
would share “everything but institutions” with the Union. 

The ENP aimed to foster far-reaching change in the EU’s 
neighbours, gradually turning them into prosperous 
and stable democracies. The policy was modelled on 
the EU’s accession process, with objectives agreed 
between the EU and its partners, and regular reports 
assessing progress in political and economic reforms. 
Conditionality was a key element: in exchange for 
democratic and economic reforms, the EU promised its 
neighbours greater "nancial support, market access, and 
easier travel for their citizens to work, study and visit the 
Union. While the ENP stressed democracy promotion, in 
practice the Union emphasised economic liberalisation 
and did not consistently apply democratic conditionality. 
The EU forged partnerships with authoritarian states 
such as Hosni Mubarak’s regime in Egypt and Zine 
El Abidine Ben Ali’s in Tunisia, especially after the 
September 11th 2001 attacks in the US when these 
governments were perceived to be key allies against 
international terrorism. In 2008 the EU even began 
negotiating a trade agreement with Colonel Muammar 
Gadda"’s Libya.

In 2008, the EU launched the Union for the Mediterranean 
(UfM) within the ENP framework. The UfM, a French 
initiative by then President Nicolas Sarkozy, was a revamp 
of the 1995 Barcelona Process, also known as the Euro-
Mediterranean Partnership. The Process was designed to 
promote regional co-operation in the political, security, 
economic and cultural "elds. The UfM was supposed 
to complement the bilateral ENP with a multilateral 
dimension, promoting economic integration between 
the EU and its neighbours, and between the neighbours 
themselves, through highly visible regional projects such 
as infrastructure projects. However, the UfM was plagued 

by the same issues that had led to the failure of the 
Barcelona Process: it lacked serious political backing and 
was hobbled by a lack of co-operation between Israel and 
the Arab states. 

With the 2011 Arab Spring, the EU recognised that its 
policy had often strengthened authoritarian rulers at 
the expense of democratic reforms and respect for 
human rights. The EU carried out a review of the ENP, 
reorienting it towards greater conditionality in an 
e#ort to promote “deep and sustainable democracy” 
amongst its neighbours.1 Countries that made progress 
in consolidating democracy and the rule of law would 
receive greater European support. At the same time, 
the EU would reduce support to countries that were 
backtracking on democracy and violating human rights.

The EU did take some steps to promote democracy, for 
example creating a ‘European Endowment for Democracy’ 
to support grassroots pro-democracy groups in the 
southern and eastern neighbourhoods. But in practice, 
the EU’s approach did not change signi"cantly. Its promise 
of greater support in exchange for reforms did not 
yield results. And the Union continually failed to apply 
conditionality in a rigorous way: instead it continued to 
co-operate and seek deeper ties with countries that slid 
back towards authoritarianism, such as Egypt, where 
a military coup overthrew the democratically elected 
government in 2013.   

In 2015, the EU’s approach changed again. Faced with 
con$icts in Syria, Libya and Ukraine, Europe’s overriding 
aim became containing instability. The EU reformed 
the ENP once more, refocusing it to promote stability, 
rather than democracy and human rights. The EU’s new 
approach also promised more di#erentiation between 
partners, with ‘priorities’ to be agreed with each country. 
This marked a recognition that the EU’s previous focus 
on ‘deep’ transformation had been unsuccessful, that 
there were limits to the Union’s leverage, and that many 
neighbours wanted neither closer relations with the EU 
nor to undertake the di%cult reforms necessary to boost 
their trade with the Union. The trend towards prioritising 
stability was reinforced by the EU’s 2016 Global Strategy, 
which focused on fostering ‘resilience’ amongst the EU’s 
neighbours. While resilience entailed the promotion of 
human rights and, in the long-term, democratisation, 
the strategy’s emphasis in the short-term was on 
promoting stability. 
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1: ‘A new response to a changing Neighbourhood’, European 
Commission, 25th May 2011.

“The ENP aimed to foster far-reaching 
change in the EU’s neighbours, gradually 
turning them into prosperous and stable 
democracies. ”
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The EU’s policy towards its southern neighbours after the Arab Spring

The EU’s approach towards its neighbours in the Middle 
East and North Africa has failed to foster security, stability 
and prosperity since the 2011 Arab Spring. The Syrian 
con$ict, ongoing since 2011, has devastated the country 
and severely weakened neighbouring Lebanon and 
Jordan. Libya, persistently unstable since the Western-
backed overthrow of long-time ruler Gadda" in 2011, has 
been mired in civil war since 2014. Meanwhile, in Egypt 
and Algeria, poverty, corruption and authoritarianism 

are fuelling social unrest under a thin veneer of stability. 
Tunisia and, to a lesser extent, Morocco, are the only 
bright spots in the region. Tunisia has been a democracy 
since 2011, and has sought to build closer relations with 
the EU. However, its economic growth has been weak and 
its democracy remains fragile. Throughout the region, 
extremists thrive on poverty, high unemployment and 
political polarisation, which also fuel migration towards 
Europe (Table 1).

This section provides an overview of the EU’s southern 
neighbours, and the Union’s relationship with each. 
The EU’s relationships with most of its neighbours 
are based on ‘Association Agreements’, which include 
trade agreements. These agreements are focused on 
tari# reductions for industrial goods. Though most 
of the countries have large agricultural sectors, the 
agreements do not liberalise trade in agricultural goods, 
although the EU has implemented ad-hoc reductions 
of tari#s and quotas on these. The EU is also in the 
process of negotiating Deep and Comprehensive Free 
Trade Agreements (DCFTAs) with Morocco and Tunisia. 
These are much broader trade agreements that involve 
regulatory and legal approximation to the EU’s acquis, 
the elimination of non-tari# barriers and the adoption 
of EU product standards – meaning that producers in 
many sectors will be able to export more easily to the 

EU and to the many countries that accept EU standards. 
Trade liberalisation is asymmetric, with partner countries 
maintaining protective measures over a transition period, 
while the EU removes them up front. Moreover, by 
adopting EU rules, countries should also be able to attract 
more foreign investment. 

Countries in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
region vary widely in terms of the depth of their 
economic links to the EU, as can be seen from Table 2. 
The countries in the Maghreb have deep links to the EU 
– particularly Morocco and Tunisia, which depend on the 
European market for around two thirds of their goods 
exports and are large recipients of EU development 
assistance. In contrast, countries in the Middle East have 
looser economic ties with Europe. Even Israel and Egypt, 
which have substantial trading relationships with the 
EU, are not greatly dependent on trade with Europe, as 
they also trade extensively with other countries. Finally, 
Jordan, Palestine and, to a lesser extent, Lebanon receive 
substantial EU assistance but have a very low volume of 
trade with the EU. 

“Countries in the MENA region vary widely  
in terms of the depth of their economic links to 
the EU.”

Table 1: Economic conditions amongst the EU’s southern neighbours

Source: World Bank; author’s calculations on World Bank data.

Unemployment  
(2019) %

Youth unemployment  
(2019) %

GDP per capita  
(2018) $

GDP growth  
(2012-2018) %

Morocco 9 22 3222 22
Algeria 11.5 30 4114 17
Tunisia 16 36 3447 13
Libya 18.5 50.5 7241 -21
Egypt 11 31 2549 26
Jordan 15 35 4241 15
Israel 4 7 41719 23
Palestine 26 42 3198 15
Lebanon 6 17.5 8269 7
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Morocco 

Like Tunisia, Morocco has long aligned itself with the EU 
in foreign policy. It is one of the EU’s closest partners in 
the MENA, and a rare example of stability in the region. 
Europeans view Morocco as an important partner, not 
only economically but also for controlling migration 
$ows and countering terrorism. Morocco applied to 
join the European Community in 1987. The EU rejected 
the application based on the fact that Morocco is not a 
‘European state’, as what is now Article 49 of the Treaty 
on European Union stipulates that EU members must be. 
The Moroccan monarchy came through the Arab Spring 
unscathed, adopting a new constitution that preserves 
the king’s power. 

Morocco has an Association Agreement with the EU, 
which entered into force in 2000, and was complemented 
by an additional agreement on agriculture and "sheries in 
2010. The EU is Morocco’s biggest trade partner and one 
of the largest recipients of EU "nancial support in North 
Africa, with €1.3-€1.6 billion allocated in total between 

2014 and 2020 through the European Neighbourhood 
Instrument (ENI) alone. In 2013 the EU and Morocco 
began negotiating a DCFTA, but talks were quickly 
suspended, with Moroccans sceptical about its economic 
bene"ts. The situation was further complicated in 2016, 
when the European Court of Justice (ECJ) ruled that the 
EU’s existing agreements with Morocco could not be 
applied to the Moroccan-occupied Western Sahara. 

The two sides have now resumed negotiations over a 
DCFTA after the EU revised its existing agreements with 
Morocco, with the European Parliament voting in January 
2019 to extend them to cover the Western Sahara, while 
not recognising Morocco’s claims to the area. There is a 
good chance that negotiations will make progress, as 
Morocco is keener than it was on deepening trade ties 
with the EU. In contrast, plans to deepen migration co-
operation by striking readmission and visa facilitation 
agreements are unlikely to make progress: Morocco is 
reluctant to take back third country nationals, as the 
EU wants it to do; and member-states are unwilling to 
liberalise visas for Moroccans. A strengthening of EU-
Morocco relations is possible, but will require signi"cant 
political commitment on both sides. Moreover, the 
Western Sahara question could continue to be an 
obstacle to deeper relations, as the issue of whether 
EU agreements can apply to the region has not been 
fully resolved. 
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2: Data on bilateral trade is from the European Commission, Directorate 
General Trade. Data on o%cial development assistance is from the 
OECD and includes EU institutions and member-states. Data on 
o%cial development assistance as a percentage of gross national 
income is from the World Bank.

“A strengthening of EU-Morocco relations 
is possible, but will require signi!cant political 
commitment on both sides.”

Table 2: Trade patterns and aid disbursements

Volume of 
bilateral trade 
in billion euro, 
2017 

Percentage of 
total goods  
exports to  
EU-27, 2019

 
developmental  
assistance in 
million USD, 
2018  

developmental 
assistance as 
a percentage 

developmental 
assistance received 
2017-2018 

developmental 
assistance as a 
percentage of gross 
national income, 
2018  

Morocco 45.6 63 1088 58 0.7
Algeria 39.9 56 230 88 0.1 (2017)
Tunisia 23.9 70 907 68 2.1
Libya 15.2 57 183 72 0.6
Egypt 27.9 31 1120 40 0.8
Jordan 5.3 3 962 31 6
Israel 44.7 21.1 0 0 0
Palestine 0.4   0.6 885 39 13.2
Lebanon 9.6   8.8 810 50 2.5

Sources: Author’s calculations based on data from DG Trade, OECD, World Bank.2
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EU assistance since 2011.12 The EU has also supported 
Lebanon’s security sector, providing funding for capacity 
building, border management and countering terrorism. 
And several EU member-states contribute troops to the 
UN peacekeeping mission in southern Lebanon. 

Syria 

Like Libya, Syria has never had close relations with 
the EU. The EU has largely been a bystander in Syria’s 
con$ict, despite the fact that the $ow of refugees from 
the country was the key reason for the migration crisis 

of 2015-16. In May 2011, after Bashar al-Assad’s regime 
brutally repressed protests, the EU suspended bilateral 
co-operation with the Syrian government and imposed 
sanctions, including a ban on oil imports from Syria. The 
EU and its member-states have been the largest donors 
of humanitarian aid to Syria, providing a total of around 
€17 billion since the start of the con$ict according to the 
European Commission. Some member-states played an 
important role in the international military coalition that 
defeated IS in Syria. But, despite some Franco-German 
e#orts, Europe has had almost no in$uence on the 
political process to resolve the con$ict, with Russia and 
Turkey taking the lead thanks to their extensive military 
presence in Syria itself. The EU now faces a dilemma of 
whether to help Syria rebuild unconditionally, potentially 
helping to keep Assad in power, or whether to sharpen 
sanctions and tie reconstruction assistance to a political 
transition, potentially prolonging human su#ering. 

The limits of the EU’s approach towards the southern neighbourhood 

The EU has had little success in its e#orts to promote 
stability, security and prosperity amongst its southern 
neighbours. In large part, this is because the Union has 
been primarily concerned with reacting to immediate 
crises rather than thinking long-term. Its approach has 
been dominated by providing humanitarian assistance 
and by concerns about migration and terrorism. But this 
approach does not serve the EU’s long-term interests, 
as it does little to foster genuine stability amongst its 
neighbours. The EU has only provided modest support 
to countries where its e#orts to promote reform stood 
a good chance of being successful. In particular, with 
more EU help Tunisia could become a prosperous and 
stable democracy and EU ally in North Africa, adding 
to the Union’s security and to its soft power. At the 
same time, the EU has continued to provide substantial 
unconditional support to authoritarian regimes such as 
Egypt, since member-states are keen to maintain good 
relations and economic links, and are concerned that the 
alternative would be instability and higher migration. But 
unconditional EU support disincentivises economic and 
political reform, and ultimately may well undermine the 
EU’s aim of fostering stability.

The EU’s political and economic o#er to its southern 
neighbours is too limited to encourage them to 
undertake major economic and political reforms, or to 
build much deeper ties to the EU. The amount of "nancial 
assistance provided by the Union is small compared with 
the scale of the challenges faced by its partners, and the 
amount of assistance provided by other donors such 
as the Gulf states. The sums involved are comparatively 
small even in the cases of Morocco and Tunisia, two of 
the largest recipients of EU assistance and the EU’s closest 

partners in the MENA region. Moreover, the EU’s support 
has not always been e#ective, acknowledged by partners, 
or visible. For example, a report by the European Court 
of Auditors on EU support to Morocco concluded that 
European funds were not well-targeted, went largely 
unnoticed by the Moroccan population, and were poorly 
co-ordinated with national aid, with member-states keen 
to maintain their own visibility.13  

In terms of trade, the EU’s current association agreements 
with its southern neighbours o#er only limited market 
opening. The agreements provide tari#-free trade in 
industrial goods but only partly liberalise agricultural 
trade and "sheries. The EU is negotiating DCFTAs with 
several countries in the region, which o#er a much deeper 
level of market integration. However, in all cases these 
negotiations have made limited progress, as DCFTAs 
require signing up to much of the EU’s acquis. This entails 
profound economic and institutional reforms that are 
di%cult to implement, economically costly, and politically 
di%cult, as they are likely to go against the interests of 
in$uential domestic groups. Moreover, there has often 
been opposition to negotiating DCFTAs from civil society. 
For example, in Tunisia in$uential groups are sceptical 
of market liberalisation. In terms of mobility for their 
citizens, the EU’s o#er to its neighbours is also limited, 
with member-states unwilling to expand legal migration 
routes. At the same time, negotiations on readmission 
agreements have been blocked by the EU’s demand that 
countries must take back nationals from countries other 
than their own. 

The EU’s political o#er to partners is also too small. 
The EU does not o#er countries to its south a deep 
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12: EU Directorate General for European Neighbourhood Policy and 
Enlargement Negotiations, 2020.

13: ‘EU support to Morocco - Limited results so far’, European Court of 
Auditors, December 11th 2019.
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partnership, but only a relatively modest upgrade of 
trading relations. In the EU’s eastern neighbourhood, 
Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia have been willing to 
conclude and implement DCFTAs because they viewed 
them as a stepping stone towards their ambition of EU 
membership. Even though membership is at best a very 
distant prospect for them, the Union has never ruled it 
out, as all three countries are geographically European 
and thus in theory eligible to be members. In contrast, 
the countries to the EU’s south are not geographically in 
Europe, and therefore cannot become EU members. The 
o#er of upgraded trade ties is not appealing enough to 
convince governments in these countries to undertake 
politically costly reforms. 

Europe’s limited security footprint in the region makes 
it a less attractive partner. Member-states’ contributions 
to UN peacekeeping in Lebanon have been valuable, 
and some member-states contributed to the defeat 
of IS forces in Syria and Libya. However, the EU and 
its member-states have been powerless to a#ect the 
course of the civil war in Syria, or to halt Israel’s gradual 
undermining of the two-state solution. In Libya, the 
EU failed to consolidate the country’s fragile post-
Gadda" government, and the country descended 
into a destructive civil war. The EU’s security e#orts 
have also at times been undermined by a striking lack 
of co-ordination between member-states. In Libya, 
France, Greece and Cyprus are primarily concerned 
with reducing Turkey’s in$uence and have supported 
Haftar together with Russia, Egypt, the UAE and others. 
Meanwhile Italy has been supportive of the UN-backed 
GNA, and many member-states are just as concerned 

about Russia’s growing presence in Libya as they are 
about Turkey’s footprint.  

Then there is the lack of an externalthreat encouraging 
countries in the EU’s south to move towards Europe. For 
many of Europe’s eastern neighbours, moving closer to 
the EU is a response to the threat they perceive from 
Russia. In contrast, the countries to Europe’s south see 
many alternatives to forging closer links to the EU. The 
Gulf states are in$uential regional powers, and o#er an 
alternative political and economic model to the European 
one. Turkey is also an increasingly important player, and 
has become highly in$uential in Syria and now also in 
Libya thanks to its support for the GNA. 

Russia is also a signi"cant actor, although more in 
political than economic terms. Moscow is willing to use 
force in the region, while also trying to present itself as a 
mediator, for example in the Israeli-Palestinian con$ict or 
in Syria. Russia has propped up Assad, set up permanent 
military bases in Syria, and cemented its in$uence in 
Libya through its support for Haftar. Moscow is also a 
major arms supplier in the region, in particular to Algeria 
and Egypt.

Finally, many countries in the region are also building 
closer trading and political links with China and are 
particularly attracted by Beijing’s policy of not interfering 
in their domestic a#airs. Beijing has concluded a 
‘comprehensive strategic partnership’ with Egypt and 
Algeria, and has close political relationships with Israel, 
Jordan and Morocco. As part of its Belt and Road Initiative, 
China has plans to invest in infrastructure projects across 
the region. Its main focus is Egypt: Beijing has invested 
in the Suez Canal Economic Zone and is helping "nance 
the construction of a new Egyptian administrative capital. 
Israel is also important for Beijing, and a Chinese company 
has concluded a deal to build and operate a new seaport 
near Haifa, despite opposition from the US.14

The challenge for the EU 

The EU’s failure to generate prosperity and security and to 
promote real stability amongst its southern neighbours 
will continue to undermine European security. High 
population growth, combined with the e#ects of climate 
change and with weak or unequal economic growth, 
will continue to fuel migration towards Europe, social 
discontent, extremism and instability. At the same 
time, the EU’s in$uence in the region is likely to wane as 
China, Russia and Turkey become increasingly assertive 
and in$uential. The trend will be exacerbated if the US 

continues to be a destabilising force, which will be the 
case if Trump is re-elected as president later this year. 
But even if Democratic candidate Joe Biden becomes 
president, the US is unlikely to be as involved in the 
MENA as it was, and will want Europeans to do more for 
their own security. In time, Europe’s comparative loss of 
in$uence will make it harder for it to control migration, 
as its neighbours will be less dependent on Europe, and 
therefore able to extract a higher price for co-operation.  
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14: Lisa Watanabe, ‘The Middle East and China’s Belt and Road Initiative’, 
ETH Zurich Centre for Security Studies, December 2019; Yahia Zoubir, 
‘Expanding Sino–Maghreb relations’, Chatham House, February 26th 
2020. 
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1  European Union’s Eastern 
Neighbourhood: Geopolitical Context 
and the Normative Agenda

Launched in 2004, only one year after the European Commission’s 
Communication “Wider Europe—Neighbourhood: A New Framework 
for Relations with Our Eastern and Southern Neighbours” (European 
Commission 2003), the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP’s) main 
goal was to develop “a zone of prosperity and a friendly neighbourhood—
a ‘ring of friends’—with whom the EU enjoys close, peaceful and co- 
operative relations” (European Commission 2003, p. 4). In this regard, 
through its new foreign policy, the European Union (EU) has assumed 
the role of a regional power, aiming to promote stability and prosperity at 
its external borders by strengthening cooperation with its closest neigh-
bours and by supporting them in adopting the necessary reforms for 
establishing democracy and consolidating free market institutions. 
Moreover, the Commission’s Communication even includes the “prom-
ise” of a deeper integration through the neighbours’ participation in the 
European Single market, “in return for concrete progress demonstrating 
shared values and e%ective implementation of political, economic and 
institutional reforms, including in aligning legislation with the acquis” 
(European Commission 2003, p. 4), following the model of the European 
Economic Space.

Initially designed to include Russia, the ENP has also outlined the 
prospect of a broader pan-European economic integration, following the 
model of concentric circles, with the Union as the tough nucleus, that 
promotes at its external borders “shared” values, which were in fact 
European values, norms, institutions, and development patterns. A sim-
ple analysis of this document, which represented the basis of the ENP, 
leads to three key conclusions, which played a signi$cant role in the evo-
lution of this policy in the eastern neighbourhood of the EU:

 1. !e ENP was mainly the result of external pressures, of a certain con-
straint, present on the regional geopolitical environment that has been 
restructured as a result of the EU’s own dynamics; as such, through 
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successive expansions to the South and East (see also Howorth 2016), 
the EU aimed “to avoid new dividing lines in Europe”, by reducing 
the gaps between the regions inside the EU and those situated outside 
its immediate borders; furthermore, the EU’s Eastern neighbourhood 
was perceived as a threat to the Union’s security, as these countries 
(Russia included) did not clearly express a willingness to adopt a clear 
democratic path and a sustainable development model. Subsequently, 
the ENP has thus emerged as a reactive policy, its tools and methods 
being “imported” from its enlargement policy towards Central and 
Eastern Europe (i.e. Association Agreements, Action Plans, Financing, 
Market Liberalisation, Positive Conditionality). In this case, the 
Union sought to encourage and support, at the same time, the new 
neighbours to adopt the Western model of society and economy, but 
without o%ering institutional integration, thus “sharing everything 
with the Union, but institutions” (Prodi 2002). However, such a limi-
tation has generated two opposite reactions in the neighbourhood: 
frustration in those countries that had European aspirations (such as 
Georgia, Moldova, or Ukraine), respectively, the perception of the EU 
as an oppressive power, with its speci$c conditionality; this view was 
particularly expressed by those countries with a more balanced 
approach towards the EU, that were rather oriented towards Russia 
(such as Belarus, Armenia and Azerbaijan).

 2. When the ENP was launched, the EU was deemed strong and attrac-
tive enough for neighbouring countries so that it assumed a clearer 
external dimension. Moreover, the EU was also inclined to believe 
that its mechanism of positive conditionality, that had worked so well 
in the enlargement process, would be just as e%ective, despite lacking 
the promise of the EU’s accession itself. At the same time, the lack of 
a clear integration perspective, of limiting the neighbours’ access to 
the European common market highlighted the emerging of a certain 
“fatigue”, following the eastern enlargement of 2004–2007, which 
also partially indicated that the EU might have reached its geographi-
cal limit. In practice, these translated into a raising awareness of the 
existing vulnerabilities which have compelled the EU not to consider 
future enlargements, even in the case of those countries that would 
have opted for such a perspective.
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 3. By giving its own model a universal value, the EU has built its ENP 
around the idea that all neighbouring countries, including Russia, will 
automatically aspire and strive for the European model, so that the 
Union could assume the role of a transformative power in the region, 
without facing notable challenges in transferring to these countries its 
own rules, values, and institutions, in line with the acquis communau-
taire. In return for adopting the required reforms and policies that 
these countries have agreed to, thus promoting the “Europeanisation” 
phenomenon, the EU has o%ered $nancial support, strengthened 
cooperation and access to European programmes, security guarantees, 
as well as it has, overall, facilitated people’s mobility and access to 
European markets. However, in literature, the EU’s approach is being 
perceived as “Eurocentric” (Lehne 2014; Howorth 2016), “mission-
ary” (Simionov and Tiganasu 2018, p. 137), or as an “intoxication 
with its own model” (Krastev and Leonard 2014).

Apart from the speci$c ENP aspects mentioned earlier, the lack of a 
common EU foreign and security policy has played a major role in the 
policy’s implementation dynamics and the results obtained in the region. 
!e resulting limits have been very clearly highlighted in the context of 
the crisis in Ukraine, when the discordant preferences of the member 
states towards the neighbours and Russia have led to di%erent positions 
that have weakened the e%ects of sanctions against Russia along with the 
EU’s overall ability to provide security and stability in the region. 
Moreover, the ENP is rather a common European platform that is not 
entirely assumed by the individual member states. Furthermore, border 
states, which should play a key role in implementing the ENP, are not 
necessarily accountable in this process, thus displaying a very low self- 
awareness. At individual level, connecting countries to the ENP is mainly 
achieved through cross-border cooperation within the framework of 
European Cohesion Policy, without assuming, from a political stand-
point, an active role in the region, given that in the EU’s external policy, 
the key players are the member states, not the Union.

Over the past 15 years, all these limitations have determined the EU to 
constantly revise the ENP and, thus, to undergo a permanent process of 
strategic and methodical reconsideration of its relations and approach 
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towards its neighbours. !e $rst important steps were the adoption of the 
Union for the Mediterranean in 2008 and the Eastern Partnership (EaP) 
in 2009, which have added a multilateral dimension to the existing bilat-
eral platform. !is major revision was followed by the reforms of 2011 
(following the Russo-Georgian War in 2008 and the Arab uprisings in 
2011), the 2015 reforms as a direct result of the EaP Summit in Riga 
(following Ukraine crisis, the annexation of Crimea and the War in 
Donbass in 2014) and, more recently, in 2017, with the 20 Deliverables 
for the revised 2020 (European Commission 2017c). Each of these 
reforms has strengthened the EU’s commitment to its Eastern and 
Southern neighbours in supporting the processes of democratic transfor-
mation, promoting free markets and sustainable development, in accor-
dance to ENP’s initial goal: that of creating a “ring of friends” with whom 
the EU enjoys close, peaceful, and cooperative relations (European 
Commission 2003, p. 4). As such, the EU’s actions in the region led to 
consolidating a more di%erentiated and tailor-made approach designated 
at reaching the common objectives of the EaP.

!e ENP design in the Eastern neighbourhood is therefore de$ned 
now by a revised EaP. Considered a joint initiative of the EU and the six 
post-Soviet neighbouring countries (Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, 
Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine), the EaP has set itself major goals after 
2015 through constant negotiations between the EU and the post-Soviet 
countries, focusing on a list of priorities related to democratic transfor-
mation and economic and social development: (1) economic develop-
ment and market opportunities (by stimulating economic diversi$cation, 
attracting investment, creating new jobs, sustaining macroeconomic sta-
bility); (2) strengthening institutions and good governance (by $ghting 
against corruption, supporting the reform of justice and strengthening 
public administration); (3) connectivity, energy e&ciency, environmental 
and climate change (by facilitating transportation and regional economic 
integration and people’s mobility, reducing external exposure to the risks 
and increasing the resilience of the EaP countries) and (4) mobility and 
people-to-people contacts. !e four priorities, based on the negotiations 
which took place at the Riga Summit (2015) have materialised in 20 
deliverables agreed through a joint agreement at the EaP Brussels Summit 
in November 2017 (Council of the European Union 2017). !ese 
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 deliverables are aimed at providing tangible results to the citizens from 
the EaP states by 2020, at rebuilding con$dence in the EU’s capacity to 
promote peace, stability, and prosperity in the region and at reinforcing 
the EU’s commitment to support the aspirations of these countries in 
order to have closer relations with the EU.

As it appears, the EaP is based on the assumption that the six Eastern 
neighbours assume European integration as a strategic political objective, 
since strengthening democracy, the rule of law, human rights, and funda-
mental freedoms, as well as principles and norms of international law are 
at the heart of the EaP (European Commission 2017b). Likewise, on 
behalf of the EU, the assumption is that the Union is su&ciently strong 
and genuinely interested in supporting the e%orts of the EaP states to 
seek closer integration with the EU. In earnest, the only possible integra-
tion available is a partial one, since the EU has not altered its initial o%er, 
which only entails the prospect of participating in the EU’s internal mar-
ket (European Commission 2003, p. 10). !e subsequent EaP summits 
rea&rmed this political option, which, over time, constituted itself as the 
bedrock of the EU-EaP relationship.

However, after casting a glance at the EU’s latest developments over 
the past years, at Union’s present challenges and limits and at the complex 
geopolitical context from the wider post-Soviet space, it is fair to observe 
that the ENP perspectives are currently called into question.

Firstly, although the EU is a major global economic actor (with over 
20% of global GDP and 15.6% of global exports in 2017), it experiences 
now a very problematic period of systemic challenges. !e Union has still 
not managed to recover from the economic crisis and reach the pre-crisis 
economic levels. As such, economic and social disparities remain high, 
posing important risks to the functioning of the internal market and the 
economic and monetary union. Concurrently, the subsequent economic 
downturn registered after the $nancial crisis a%ected people’s con$dence 
in the EU and undermined social cohesion and solidarity across the con-
tinent. Moreover, Brexit has negatively impacted the economic outlook 
on the continent and constrained the EU budget. !e decision of the UK 
to leave the EU has also generated political risks and may weaken the 
EU’s position as a global and regional actor. Last but not least, the immi-
gration crisis (with over 1.8 million refugees who have arrived in Europe 
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since 2014) has led to increased tensions between member states and 
brought about serious discussions vis-à-vis the real meaning of the prin-
ciple of subsidiarity, namely what the Union is allowed (or not) to impose 
on the member states. Against this backdrop, the EU still remains popu-
lar across Europe, according to the latest Eurobarometer, although the 
past years have seen a surge in the Eurosceptic sentiments in many mem-
ber states.

Secondly, ever since the end of the Cold War, the EU has addressed the 
challenges existing in the neighbourhood by spreading the European val-
ues, norms, and principles with the $nal aim of strengthening stability, 
security, and prosperity in the region. Whereas the Central and Eastern 
European countries (CEECs) have eventually managed to “return to 
Europe” after becoming members of both the EU and NATO, for the 
EaP countries the EU sought to reactivate the same rationale. However, 
unlike the CEECs, the “full-#edged” membership prospect has never 
been o%ered to the EaP countries, which questioned the e%ectiveness of 
the EaP partnership framework. Considering the limited attractiveness of 
the EU’s o%er to the post-Soviet neighbouring states, the ENP produced 
modest results in almost all spheres (including economic, social, institu-
tional development).

Last but not least, Russia’s implications in the “shared neighbourhood” 
have raised additional challenges for the EU’s transformative power. !e 
EU was unable to deploy more e%ective responses to the regional turmoil 
sparked by the Ukrainian crisis. For the $rst time since the EU has actively 
involved itself in post-Soviet Eastern Europe, the Union has faced an 
entirely di%erent context marked by the revival of realistic concerns and 
Cold War geopolitical-type competitions.

Problematic here, it has also been the ine&cient communication of the 
Union’s policies and plans vis-à-vis these countries. For example, only in 
2015 has the EU adopted a communication strategy, more than a decade 
after the launch of the ENP. !is has been chie#y sparked o% in response 
to Russia’s disinformation campaign during the Ukrainian crisis, which 
pushed the Union to establish an internal structure (namely, East 
StratCom Task) commissioned to debunk and counter Russia’s disinfor-
mation practices in the Eastern neighbourhood. As far as Russia is con-
cerned, while in the 2003 Commission communication document Russia 
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was seen as a partner in the regional cooperation process, just after the 
crisis in Ukraine, Russia became “the other”, the enemy and a constant 
threat to the stability of the EaP countries. Little is mentioned about the 
fact that Russia’s actions can also be seen as a reactive strategy against the 
gradual rise of the EU’s economic and political in#uence in the so-called 
“shared neighbourhood”. Nevertheless, the future of the EaP is obviously 
linked to the quality of relations between Russia and the EU, which must 
be rethought in terms of cooperation, mutual respect, and not rivalry 
and con#ict.

In addition, the clear divisions in the EaP countries’ societies, between 
the pro-European groups and actors, on the one hand, and the pro- 
Russians, on the other hand—generated by the increased presence of the 
two major actors in the region—represented a major source of increased 
internal tensions and political instability. Speci$cally, the interference of 
EU and Russian interests and actions in the region can be viewed as the 
source/cause of instability and “frozen con#icts”, leading to a decline in 
the EU’s attractiveness for the EaP population, coupled with a decreased 
con$dence in the EU’s ability to be a real provider of security and pros-
perity in the region. Within this context, it is not by chance that accord-
ing to the latest survey conducted in 2017, in Georgia (the country with 
the strongest European orientation), only 59% of the respondents men-
tioned having a positive image of the EU, whereas in Belarus (the coun-
try most strongly oriented towards Russia), the percentage declined to 
just 35% (Eurobarometer 2019).

Moreover, taking into account that the economic and political situation 
of the EaP countries (see the General Annexes) and, subsequently, their 
relations and stages of integration with the EU vary greatly, the EaP pro-
posed and included into its strategy and agenda various multi-speed and 
multi-level integration elements. As such, the three partner countries that 
are more advanced in their relations with the EU (Ukraine, Moldova, and 
Georgia) have signed the Association Agreements (including Deep and 
Comprehensive Free Trade Areas) in 2014. With Armenia, the EU has 
signed in 2017 the EU-Armenia Comprehensive and Enhanced 
Partnership Agreement, as a result of the EaP Summit in Brussels, in 
November 2017, while Armenia is also a member of the Eurasian Customs 
Union with Russia, just as Belarus. With Belarus, there was no bilateral 
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agreement, although relations with the EU have considerably strength-
ened over the past years. With regard to Azerbaijan, the bilateral relation 
with the EU is based on the 1999 EU-Azerbaijan Partnership and 
Cooperation Agreement. At the 2017 EaP Summit, the two partners only 
began negotiating a new updated agreement. Overall, the most advanced 
countries in terms of EU integration are Georgia and Moldova, whereas 
the least integrated remain Azerbaijan and Belarus, according to the index 
of linkage dimension developed by the Eastern Partnership Civil Society 
Forum (Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum 2014–2017).

An analysis of the literature in the $eld easily re#ects that all these limits 
of the EU’s actions in the region, in the framework of its neighbourhood 
policy, have shown their e%ects since the early years of implementation. 
Starting with 2010, academics and experts in international relations but 
also other connected disciplines have pertinently claimed the need for a 
radical overhaul of the neighbourhood strategy, in general, and of the EaP, 
in particular, in order to advance the transformative processes in the 
neighbouring countries by adapting their economies and societies to 
European standards (Bechev and Nicolaidis 2010; Börzel 2011; Whitman 
and Wol% 2010; Korosteleva et al. 2013; Howorth 2016; Lehne 2014; 
Korosteleva 2017). !e same key priority has also been highlighted by 
European institutions (Council of the European Union 2015; European 
Commission 2014a, 2014b, 2014c). In e%ect, the EU’s main challenge 
regarding its Eastern Neighbourhood was to $nd new approaches and 
action tools in the region, better suited to the geopolitical context (de$ned 
by instability and multiple shocks) and to the speci$cities of each country 
(structural fragilities, economic, social, and institutional risks). 
Nevertheless, since the values, models of governance, or reforms cannot be 
imposed from the outside, merely searching for optimal formulas at EU 
level was clearly not enough. !e perspective of development in the region 
is directly dependent on the capacity of EaP countries to assume and 
implement reforms “in moments of abrupt change and rupture of politi-
cal and social stability” (European Commission 2014b). !is means that 
in the various stages of ENP’s dynamics, the priority was to $nd common 
solutions, outside and inside, and to advance better understanding of the 
EU’s partners and of the region as a whole, by integrating a systemic anal-
ysis of the internal and external shocks and vulnerabilities.
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One of the most recent approaches in literature, which can o%er such 
an understanding, refers to the concept of resilience and its speci$c theo-
retical and methodological developments. Representative studies in the 
$eld (Shaw and Maythorne 2013; Martin and Sunley 2014; Boschma 
2014) explain that resilience can re#ect the capacity of a socio-economic 
system (city, region, country) to be placed on a long-term development 
path, incorporating a large set of internal and external conditionalities. 
Consequently, the resilience analysis could outline the vulnerabilities 
within a system in relation to various types of shocks, which may further 
explain its capacity to resist, to recover, and to transform by adopting a 
new growth and development pattern, making it a very appropriate 
approach for the speci$c case of the EaP countries. Not by chance, the 
concept of resilience has increasingly become present in the European 
Foreign Policy, especially when it comes to the EU’s neighbours. !us, if 
in the Commission’s Communication of 2003 on the “Wider Europe” 
project, resilience is never mentioned, within the Joint Declaration of 
Riga (2015) it appears twice, in the Commission’s Communication 
“Wider Europe—Neighbourhood: A New Framework the Concept of 
Resilience for Relations with Our Eastern and Southern Neighbours” 
(2017a) seven times, whereas in the “A Global Strategy for the European 
Union’s Foreign and Security Policy” (EUGS) (European Commission 
2016), the word “resilience” appears 41 times. Consequently, in the 
EUGS, resilience of states and societies becomes a “strategic priority 
across EU’s East and South both, in countries that want stronger ties with 
the EU, addressing the di%erent paths of resilience” (p. 26). !e EUGS 
and the revised ENP (European Commission  2015, 2017a) call for a 
focus on achieving the overall goal of increasing the stability and resil-
ience of the neighbours.

2  Why Does Resilience Matter?

One of the de$ning features of worldwide economic dynamics over the 
past decade has been the accelerated pace of changes that produced 
asymmetric shocks at international, national, regional, and local levels. 
In the attempt to understand how economies respond more e&ciently 
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The European Union and the 
multilateral system 

Lessons from past experience  
and future challenges 

EPRS invites leading experts and commentators to share their thinking and insights on important 
features of the European Union as a political and economic system. In this paper, David O'Sullivan, 
former Secretary General of the European Commission and EU Ambassador to the United States, 
reflects on the Union's contribution to and standing in the multilateral system which it has done so 
much to support and pioneer, as well as on some of the issues that confront Europe if it is to 
maximise its influence in international economic fora of various kinds. 

Introduction 
Over the years, the European Union has become a key player on the international scene in many 
areas, from its role in economic and financial affairs to the importance of its development policy, its 
commitment to fight climate change and its engagement to defend human rights. The 2003 
European Security Strategy, a milestone in the development of an independent EU foreign and 
security policy, already dedicated an entire section to the importance of 'an international order 
based on effective multilateralism'.1 This chapter of the strategy argued that regional organisations, 
such as the EU, are key actors in the multilateral system and strengthen global governance. As such, 
multilateralism is not only a cornerstone of the European external policy, as emphasised again by 
the 2016 EU Global Strategy,2 but it is a real 'identity factor' for the EU.  

The integration of the EU in the multilateral order has never been easy in a world dominated by state 
actors. Today, a complex international landscape poses many challenges to the Union, from the risk 
of collapse of the multilateral trading system to new strategies endorsed by key global players such 
as the United States and China. The very essence of the EU is to promote structures and systems 
which favour the gradual elaboration and implementation of common rules in all areas of economic 
activity. In that sense, the EU was moving with the Zeitgeist of the second half of the 20th century. 
Yet, the recent re-emergence of more traditional great power politics and a more transactional 
approach to both bilateral and multilateral negotiations threaten to change the rules of the game. 

The sui generis nature of the EU has long been recognised by both scholars and practitioners. For 
decades, the EU has been a puzzle to traditional diplomatic and international law approaches. 
Precisely defining this 'objet politique non identifié', to use the words of Jacques Delors, remains still 
today a complex task.3 Far from being a mere theoretical issue, the uniqueness of the EU has, in fact, 
very practical implications in the world of international politics. In particular, the complex nature of 
the EU directly challenges key multilateral fora such as the United Nations (UN), the World Trade 
Organization (WTO), the G7/G20 or the international financial institutions. These different 
institutions alternately seek to integrate the EU as an economic giant and growing political power 
and to relegate it to a secondary role as a simple regional organisation. As a result, the EU is forced 
to juggle between different political roles and institutional arrangements across the full breadth of 
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the multilateral landscape. This paper looks at how the EU's singularity is overcome in practice. It 
also reflects on what are the perspectives for future developments, taking account of a particularly 
challenging multilateral context. 

The rise of a singular actor in the multilateral system  
The EU in its current form is the result of extensive intergovernmental cooperation and a progressive 
transfer of competences from the national to the supranational level. European cooperation 
constitutes arguably the most successful example of regional integration in the world, and the EU 
can easily be perceived as a champion of inter-state cooperation. The historical and institutional 
roots of the EU would therefore suggest that it is a natural player in the multilateral order. As stated 
by the current President of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, in the political 
guidelines for her mandate, 'multilateralism is in Europe's DNA'.4  

The reality is, in fact, more complex, as the EU has grown into a unique actor in a world order that 
remains heavily state-centred. On one hand, the EU has progressively established itself as a global 
power. It has today a number of commonalties with other major actors, such as the US, China or 
Russia, including its size, economic power and influence on its direct neighbourhood.5 On the other 
hand, it remains a sui generis actor which faces challenges unknown to big state actors. The ability 
of the EU to act as an independent player in the multilateral system has notably been limited by its 
legal status and by the scope of its competences. Indeed, before the entry into force of the Lisbon 
Treaty in 2009, the EU did not even have legal personality. It had, therefore, no access to proper 
membership in international organisations and was usually represented by one of its institutions, in 
most cases the European Commission or the Member State holding the rotating presidency of the 
Council at the time. This formal legal hurdle was overcome over a decade ago, which has allowed 
the EU significantly to increase its profile on the international scene.  

Other constitutive challenges remain. European external action is notably limited by the scope of 
the EU's competences. The principle of conferral laid down in Article 5 of the Treaty on European 
Union (TEU), states that the EU can only act within the limits of the competences that Member States 
have conferred upon it in the Treaties. This also applies to international cooperation, where the EU 
can only assert itself where it has a sufficient level of competence. As a consequence, the EU is a 
strong player in some fora and a secondary actor in others.  

An impressive legacy of multilateral action in trade and 
development policy 
Looking at where the EU does have extensive competence to rely on, European engagement on the 
multilateral scene is impressive. The best example is probably economic and financial affairs, where 
the EU has an obvious role to play, being the one of largest economies in the world. External trade 
policy is at least partly at the origin of the broader EU external action.  

When the (then) European Economic Community (EEC) was created in 1958, the two main external 
competences of the new Commission lay in the areas of trade and of development assistance, where 
the European Development Fund was intended primarily to fund relations with existing or former 
colonies. The Customs Union, which entered into force in 1968, had also to find its place in the then 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). 

Historically, external trade has built up the ability of the EU to influence international affairs and its 
bilateral relations with single third countries. For a long time, the focus was on the multilateral, 
initially within the GATT and then, later, within the WTO, of which the EU became a member in its 
own right upon its foundation in 1995. In recent decades, and particularly following the failure of 
the Doha Development Round in 2008, the EU has concluded some 40 free trade agreement (FTA) 
deals with over 70 countries, putting it at the centre of the largest free trade network ever created. 
It is the top trading partner for 80 third countries.6 Today, the trade tool remains a key instrument of 
the EU's global influence, working hand in hand with other areas of external policy, such as 
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sanctions, development policy or climate action. The EU, together with its Member States, is 
responsible for over 55 % of overseas development assistance (€75.2 billion in 2019),7 making it the 
largest donor of such assistance in the world. Similarly, the EU and its Member States provide the 
majority of humanitarian assistance worldwide. 

Economic and Monetary Union and the euro 
The EU's leading role in monetary policy is another aspect of the European influence in the world of 
economic and financial affairs. The progressive introduction of the euro since the early 2000s, a 
currency currently used in 19 European states, has added a new dimension to the EU's international 
role. The euro today is the second most important currency in the international monetary system.8  

EU competence in monetary policy does not, however, involve every Member State. As a result, 
whilst EU engagement in international financial institutions is growing, it is less established than for 
trade policy. It is built around a combination of EU and Member State representation that sometimes 
lacks effectiveness and unity. Although EU countries hold a majority share in both the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, they rarely present an entirely common face and are 
reluctant to concede a more important role for the EU as such, or even for the Commission, in either 
forum. The situation in the IMF has gradually improved, following the creation of the euro and the 
European Central Bank (ECB). In this area like in others, the EU's participation in international 
organisations has largely developed on a case-by-case basis and does not reflect a consistent, 
unitary image, and is certainly not the result of a concerted strategy.  

The role of the EU in key multilateral economic and financial 
organisations 
The EU's multilateral engagement on trade, aid, and economic and financial affairs reveals some 
impressive performance while also underlining a number of challenges and limitations. To 
understand the complexity of the EU's role in the field of multilateral economic and financial 
cooperation, it is necessary to have an overview on the different status and roles it plays in key 
organisations. 

WTO 
The World Trade Organization (WTO) is probably the multilateral organisation where the EU plays 
the most well-established and active role,9 due notably to its exclusive competence in external 
trade policy. The EU is a full member of the WTO, alongside all of its Member States. In practice, the 
European Commission is in the driving seat, coordinating the bloc's positions in the WTO's General 
Council, and speaking and negotiating on behalf of the EU Member States in Geneva. In addition, 
the Commission deals with WTO complaints and can propose retaliatory measures to Member 
States. This situation implies the acceptance by individual Member States of a more passive role. The 
division of labour in the WTO allows the EU to truly speak with one voice and to ensure a strong and 
coherent representation of the European interests. The EU is recognised by external actors as an 
independent and effective actor in multilateral trade negotiations. In recent years, the EU has even 
assumed a leading role as a promoter of WTO reform, working in close cooperation with major state 
actors such as Japan. WTO negotiations are almost a unique example of the EU playing a 
preponderant role in a multilateral organisation, even if Member States still remain full members in 
their own right.  

G7/G20 
The G7 and G20, which are by definition political and less institutionalised fora, have shown great 
flexibility in integrating the EU. The EU is not an official member of the G7 but is, in practice, the only 
non-state actor participating in these summits. This was quite a controversial issue when the 
grouping was first created in 1975. Initially, the Commission was not invited by the then French 
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President, Valéry Giscard d'Estaing. There was push-back from the Member States not in the group, 
and the pre-Lisbon Treaty compromise was to invite the President of the Commission and the 
country holding the rotating presidency of the Council, if that country was not already a full 
member. The EU is, by contrast, a full member of the G20, although it does not assume the rotating 
presidency in either format. It is often argued that European powers are over-represented in the G7 
and G20 context. On the EU side, the Presidents of both the Commission and the European Council 
attend the summits, together with three or more Member States' Heads of State or Government, 
depending on the setting of the meeting. As a result, European delegations represent more or less 
25 per cent of the seats in the G20, whilst in the G7 they take almost half of the seats.10  

Although this extended representation of the EU in the G7 and G20 summits may be beneficial, it 
also constitutes an important challenge for the perceived coherence and visibility of the Union. 
When it comes to the content of the discussions in these fora, G7 and G20 meetings usually cover a 
wide range of topics which may or may not correspond to an EU competence. The division of labour 
is therefore decided on a case-by-case basis and depends on political and legal considerations 
linked to the division of competences.11 The US, in particular, is often critical of what they consider 
an excessive European presence because the participation of the institutions is added to, and does 
not replace, the continued presence of the Member States in their own right. 

United Nations 
The EU has long struggled to speak with one voice in the biggest intergovernmental forum which is 
the United Nations (UN). Before the EU gained full legal personality in 2009, the European 
Commission and the rotating presidency of the Council both represented the Union's interests in 
the UN. In practice, this meant that the Member State holding the Council presidency was the main 
voice representing the EU and ensuring its visible presence. The changes introduced by the Lisbon 
Treaty, which aimed at enhancing a single EU external representation, resulted in a legal and 
political conundrum within the UN.12 No longer relying on Member States to represent its interests, 
the EU as a non-state actor and mere observer was at risk of losing some of its speaking rights during 
debates. Complex negotiations to convince a sufficient number of UN members resulted in the 
creation of a tailor-made 'enhanced observer status' in 2011. This status grants the EU a more active 
role compared to other international and regional organisations, in particular within the UN General 
Assembly. The arrangement does not, however, allow any direct representation in the UN Security 
Council, though the EU is frequently invited to address the Council, in itself a novelty. UN agencies 
also chose different paths to deal with EU in their respective forums, often in line with the 
distribution of competences at European level. For example, the EU has been a member of the Food 
and Agriculture Organization (FAO) since 1991 but is an observer in various other agencies, such as 
the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).  

World Bank and IMF 
Within the international financial institutions, notably the World Bank and the IMF, the EU plays 
a less prominent role than what might be expected. This is notably due to a complex institutional 
landscape on the part of both the agencies and the EU.13 In the area of monetary policy, the 
European Commission, the eurozone countries, the rotating presidency of the Council and the ECB 
all have a word to say, which results in uneven external representation. The ECB has the most well-
established role within these institutions and has been notably a permanent observer in the IMF 
since 1999. This status does not, however, grant the same rights as a full member of the organisation, 
in particular as regards participation during meetings. In both organisations, Member States are 
therefore in the driving seat and enjoy a good internal representation, but their level of coordination 
as an EU bloc is distinctly underwhelming. Discussions on a possible modification of the EU's status 
in both organisations have been on-going for many years, but the chances of seeing major changes 
in the near future are low. The vested interest of the Member States in the current arrangements is 
too strong. 
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Climate change negotiations 
The EU has also played an important role in international climate change negotiations. The 
institutional architecture of the UN negotiations is already intrinsically quite complex, but the EU 
has carved out a leadership role both within the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) and in tandem with the Member States. The EU played a critical role in the final deal on 
the Paris Agreement, and the ratification of that deal by the EU in October 2016 was the key decision 
enabling its entry into force (by enabling the necessary threshold of 55 % of global emissions to be 
reached). 

The EU still faces many challenges in a fast-changing 
multilateral order 
As an international actor, the EU has come a very long way since the creation of the European Coal 
and Steel Community (ECSC) in 1951. It is doubtful that the founding fathers of the European project 
could ever have imagined that so much would be achieved. The EU is present in all major 
international fora and is a major player in some of the most important, such as the WTO, the UNFCCC, 
the G7/G20, parts of the UN system, and even the international financial institutions.  

The creation of the double-hatted role of the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy and Commission Vice-President, introduced by the Lisbon Treaty in 2009, together with the 
establishment of the European External Action Service, which manages one of the larger diplomatic 
networks in the world, has further enhanced the EU's international role and voice. 

The EU always exercises its role with a view to reinforcing and developing the rules-based, 
multilateral system. Some would say that, were it not for the EU, the multilateral system might not 
have survived the upheavals of the Trump years. At the EU Ambassadors' Conference in 2019, then 
High Representative Federica Mogherini argued that 'at a time when the idea of a cooperative global 
order has come under increasing pressure, we have invested in multilateralism like never before – 
and we have always invested in multilateralism'.14 Many countries openly admit that they see the EU 
as the last truly committed defender of multilateralism. 

And, yet there is always a lingering sense the EU is still somewhat behind the curve. This is partly 
because of the patchy and rather unequal way in which the EU is represented. We find it hard to opt 
for clarity and decisiveness. This is mainly a problem of the Member States being unwilling to give 
up their places to allow for an EU presence. So, we end up with multiplication. It is partly a result of 
the different natures of the organisations concerned, as can be seen with the World Bank and the 
IMF. But the EU institutions themselves are also to blame. The dual role of the President of the 
Commission and the President of the European Council is often hard to explain to the third countries 
who meet them in summits. The awkward uncertainty about whom among the Presidents of the 
European Council, Commission or Parliament should formally accept the Nobel Peace Prize when it 
was awarded to the EU in 2012 illustrates the point. 

Is there a better way forward? 
It is always tempting to imagine a foundational moment of clarification about external 
competences, either through a new treaty or some kind of inter-institutional agreement. The urge 
to want to impose some logical division of labour once and for all is understandable. Experience 
teaches us, however, that this is unlikely to succeed. The more sharply these issues of institutional 
roles are presented for decision, the more defensive everyone becomes, and it rarely ends well. 

In practice, there seems to be little alternative to a more incremental approach, seeking gradually 
to improve the consistency and unity of defending and promoting EU positions in the different fora 
on a case-by-case basis. This was the approach which the Commission had to follow in the earliest 
days of the EEC, when trying to carve out a distinct European role in the GATT. Armed only with the 
legal language of three articles in the EEC Treaty, the Commission set about creating a right of 
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exclusive competence which today is taken for granted. One of the early architects of this approach, 
Edmund Wellenstein, wrote in 2005, 'I do not believe that the authors of the Treaty of Rome foresaw 
the scale of the Community's role in the world under Articles 110, 111 and 113'.15 In this regard, the 
role of the European Court of Justice (ECJ) in clarifying the degree to which the Community's 
external powers extended to areas governed by internal law should be underlined. 

Even today, the exact scope of the EU's exclusive competence remains a recurring debate. As the EU 
is aiming at ever more ambitious trade deals with third countries, the question of so-called 'mixed' 
agreements has become a key issue, notably because of the possibility for a national or a regional 
entity to delay or even block an EU deal, as was the case for the Comprehensive Economic and Trade 
Agreement (CETA) with Canada in 2016. This situation was largely addressed when the ECJ ruled in 
2017 that an FTA negotiated with Singapore could, under certain conditions, be considered as one 
of exclusive competence – notwithstanding the presence in the agreement of some elements of 
'mixed' competence – opening the way for ratification of such deals to take place in the future only 
at EU level (that is, by qualified majority in the Council and with the consent of the European 
Parliament).16 

Shifting tectonic plates 
The tectonic plates of the international order are shifting, and the EU is always running to catch up 
with what is happening in the world around. The rise of China is completely reshaping the global 
environment. China is emerging as a new superpower with global ambitions of an earlier age, while 
at the same time showing increasing mastery of the levers of multilateralism. China is engaged in 
actively seeking to increase its influence in a wide range of multilateral bodies by placing its 
nationals in positions of authority, whether that be within the UN, the international financial 
institutions or even much more technical bodies such as standard-setting organisations.17 By 2020, 
China was heading four of the 15 UN specialised agencies, including the FAO and the UN Industrial 
Development Organization. It has also become the second largest financial contributor to the UN 
system. China seeks to expand its presence and its role. This is not necessarily a bad thing – we need 
a China which is engaged and supportive of multilateral organisations – but neither should we be 
naïve: China has an agenda which we, more than likely, do not fully share. 

On the other hand, over the last four years, the US has been withdrawing from the multilateral 
system. President Donald Trump took the US out of the Paris Agreement, the World Health 
Organization and the JCPOA, the nuclear deal agreed with Iran in 2015 for which the EU was an 
important driving-force. Joe Biden will undoubtedly reverse that process, but how sure can we be 
that the 2024 US election will not bring a swing back? The US, once our strongest ally in the defence 
of the multilateral rules-based order, is no longer such a reliable partner. 

This should certainly encourage us to re-invigorate the transatlantic alliance, but we also need to 
stand more on our own two feet and develop a vision of global governance which is both inspired 
by the experience of the past and adapted to the realities of today. 

Some argue that Europe's economic and cultural influence is significantly decreasing, and that the 
Western idea of universalism is in serious crisis. Even based on this pessimistic assessment, we 
cannot conclude that multilateralism is dead, but rather that it needs to be reinvented and that the 
EU can play a key role in that process.18  

We will need to seek to build alliances with like-minded partners where we aspire to encourage the 
development of multilateral cooperation across a wide range of fora. These alliances will not always 
involve the same groups of countries, but they will always have the same objective: to promote an 
organised and effective system of global governance based on clear rules. 

This paper argued earlier for an incremental approach in terms of the EU presence, but that still 
means that we need an actual strategy for the promotion of multilateralism and some guidelines for 
how we propose to proceed in different fora. 



The European Union and the multilateral system 

7 

The defence of 'effective multilateralism' has been a cornerstone of EU policy since the European 
Security Strategy of 2003, re-iterated and reinforced in the European Global Strategy of 2016. The 
EU wishes to see a strengthened international system, a stronger multilateral engagement of a wide 
range of countries, and a more reliable rules-based order. While these objectives seem straight-
forward, they often lack a concrete framework, such as a clear definition of the EU's priorities in the 
multilateral scene or a precise commitment on the reforms necessary for various international 
institutions. In an increasingly complex system, the EU needs to demonstrate further flexibility and 
a pro-active attitude.19 

The dilemma which presents itself is whether the EU is on to a winning ticket for redesigning the 
world of the future or fighting a rear-guard action for a world whose time has passed. The answer is 
likely to be somewhere in between. Europe has every interest in a functioning multilateral system. 
On the other hand, we cannot ignore the Zeitgeist. High Representative Josep Borrell is not wrong 
when he says that 'The EU has to learn to use the language of power'.20 

The EU is not a state. It has some of the attributes of statehood – legal personality, some exclusive 
competences, a currency and a diplomatic service – but ultimately it is a hybrid. It is not well equipped 
to play a 19th century 'great game' of power politics. And, if we are honest, it will not be equipped 
to do so for many years to come. So, it must learn to navigate the new world, playing where it can 
to its strengths and seeking to hide, or at least, dissimulate when it comes to its weakness. 

The current coronavirus crisis is a good case in point. Initially, it caught the Union off-guard. The 
primary competences for public health lay with the Member States. Closing frontiers was not 
xenophobic, but actually made sense in terms of crisis management of a virus transmitted by human 
contact. Even countries with internal borders of little meaning suddenly discovered their usefulness 
(Australia and the US). Europe was playing catch-up.  

However, the European Commission soon came forward with ideas. Closing borders was slowing 
down delivery of essential supplies. We needed green lanes to speed up goods traffic. We needed 
cross-border cooperation on hospital facilities. Personal protective equipment for medical staff 
needed to be sourced and shared. We needed a global effort to fast-track efforts to develop and 
distribute a vaccine. An international pledging conference was convened at short notice in May 
2020. Since then, €15.9 billion has been pledged by the EU and its Member States for universal 
access to tests, treatments and vaccines against coronavirus and for the global recovery.21  

This shows how the EU can always assert its relevance once it addresses specific problems with the 
prospect of helpful solutions. This applies at both the European and international levels. 

Conclusion 
Notwithstanding its many legal and institutional limitations, the European Union has, since its 
inception, managed to insert itself rather effectively into the many layered multilateral order which 
played such an important role in shaping the second half of the last century, particularly where the 
main focus was economic and financial. 

It has had to do so while managing internal constraints (tensions with Member States and between 
the institutions) and external resistance (frequent reluctance on the part of international partners to 
accept the presence as an equal of a 'non-state' actor in an intergovernmental construct). 

On the safe assumption that no Copernican revolution is imminent in the way the EU organises itself 
internally, the Union and its institutions are likely to have to continue to navigate pragmatically for 
the foreseeable future. However, the EU cannot afford to ignore the way in which global politics are 
starting to reshape the multilateral order. The next five years could be decisive in determining the 
shape of multilateralism in the 21st century. Building alliances with like-minded partners, especially 
the US, will be of critical importance – but just as important will be the development of an EU vision 
of what that new global order might look like, and how we work both within the existing structures, 
and in new creative ways, to help design and build it.  



EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 

8 

Acknowledgement: The author is very grateful for the assistance provided by Eléonore Colin in 
preparing this paper. 

ENDNOTES 
 
1 European Union, European Security Strategy: A Secure Europe in a Better World, 2003. 
2 European Union, Shared Vision, Common Action – A Stronger Europe: A Global Strategy for the European Union's 

Foreign and Security Policy, 2016. 
3 Phelan, William, 'What is Sui Generis about the European Union? Costly International Cooperation in a Self-Contained 

Regime', International Studies Review, vol. 14, no. 3, 2012, pp. 367–385.  
4 European Commission, Political Guidelines for the next European Commission 2019-2024, 2019. 
5 Zielonka, Jan, 'The EU as an International Actor: Unique or Ordinary?', European Foreign Affairs Review, 16, 2011, 

pp. 281-301.  
6  European Commission, DG TRADE. 'EU position in the world', 2019. https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/eu-position-in-

world-trade/  
7 European Commission, 'The European Union remains world's leading donor of Official Development Assistance with 

€75.2 billion in 2019', 2020. https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/news/european-union-remains-worlds-
leading-donor-official-development-assistance_en 

8  European Central Bank, '19th annual review of the international role of the euro', 2020. 
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/pub/ire/html/ecb.ire202006~81495c263a.en.html#toc1 

9 Emerson, Michael, et al., Upgrading the EU's Role as Global Actor: Institutions, Law and the Restructuring of European 
Diplomacy, Centre for European Policy Studies, 2011, pp. 95-96. 

10 European Research Centre for Economic and Financial Governance (EURO-CEFG), The European Union's Role in 
International Economic Fora Paper 1: The G20, European Parliament, Directorate-General for Internal Policies, 2015, p. 50. 

11 ibid, p.40. 
12 Laatikainen, Katie Verlin, 'The EU Delegation in New York: A Debut of High Political Drama', in The European External 

Action Service: European Diplomacy Post-Westphalia, edited by David Spence and Jozef Batora, Palgrave Macmillan, 
2015, pp. 195-218.  

13 Keukeleire, Stephan, and Delreux, Tom, The Foreign Policy of the European Union, second edition, Palgrave Macmillan, 
2014, pp. 311-315.  

14 Mogherini, Federica, Speech by High Representative/Vice-President Federica Mogherini at the EU Ambassadors' 
Conference 2019, European External Action Service, Brussels, 2 September 2019.  

15 European Commission, The European Commission, 1958-72 – History and Memories, 2014, p. 344. 
16 Court of Justice of the European Union, The free trade agreement with Singapore cannot, in its current form, be 

concluded by the EU alone, Press Release No 52/17, 2017. 
17 International Telecom Union, International Electromechanical Commission, ICAO and ISO. 
18 Lehne, Stefan, 'Securing the EU's Place in the World', Carnegie, 2020.  
19 Ujvari, Balazs, 'Conclusion – Pathways for an Improved Multilateral EU Action', in The EU Global Strategy: Going beyond 

effective multilateralism?, edited by Ujvari, Balazs, European Policy Centre and Egmont Institute, 2016, p. 39.  
20 European Parliament, press release, Hearing with High Representative/Vice President-designate Josep Borrell, 2019. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20190926IPR62260/hearing-with-high-representative-vice-
president-designate-josep-borrell 

21 European Union, Coronavirus Global Response, 2020. https://global-response.europa.eu/index_en 
 

DISCLAIMER AND COPYRIGHT 
This document is prepared for, and addressed to, the Members and staff of the European Parliament as 
background material to assist them in their parliamentary work. The content of the document is the sole 
responsibility of its author(s) and any opinions expressed herein should not be taken to represent an official 
position of the Parliament. 
Reproduction and translation for non-commercial purposes are authorised, provided the source is 
acknowledged and the European Parliament is given prior notice and sent a copy. 
© European Union, 2021. 
eprs@ep.europa.eu (contact) 
www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu (intranet) 
www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank (internet) 
http://epthinktank.eu (blog)  

https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/eu-position-in-world-trade/
https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/eu-position-in-world-trade/
https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/news/european-union-remains-worlds-leading-donor-official-development-assistance_en
https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/news/european-union-remains-worlds-leading-donor-official-development-assistance_en
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/pub/ire/html/ecb.ire202006~81495c263a.en.html%23toc1
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20190926IPR62260/hearing-with-high-representative-vice-president-designate-josep-borrell
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20190926IPR62260/hearing-with-high-representative-vice-president-designate-josep-borrell
https://global-response.europa.eu/index_en
mailto:eprs@ep.europa.eu
http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank
http://epthinktank.eu/


 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The EU and its far-abroad  
 
 
 
 
 
 

- Sebastian Santander, "The Atlantic Triangle in the era of China's rising 
power in Latin America", in Mario Telò, China regionalism and 
interregionalism and the EU, Fritz Lang, 2020, pp. 1-18 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  







































 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Relations with rising and major powers 
 
 
 

- Steven Blockmans, "EU-US Relations: Reinventing the Transatlantic 
Agenda", Intereconomics, Volume 56, nbr 1, 2021, pp. 5-7. 

 
 

- Marc Franco, "The EU and Russia: A New Foreign Policy for the 
“Carcass”?", Egmont Royal Institute for International Relations, 2021, 
pp. 1-6. 
 

 
- Sebastian Santander and Antonios Vlassis, "The EU in Search of 

Autonomy in the Era of Chinese Expansionism and COVID-19 
Pandemic", 2020, pp 1-8. 

 
 

- Sebastian Santander, "The EU and Brazil in a changing world: 
strategic partners or competitors?" in Michael Smith, Stephan 
Keukeleire and Sophie Vanhoonacker, The Diplomatic System of the 
European Union, Abingdon, Routledge, 2016, pp. 181-196 



ZBW – Leibniz Information Centre for Economics
5

ForumDOI: 10.1007/s10272-021-0943-3

Steven Blockmans

EU-US Relations: Reinventing the Transatlantic Agenda

Steven Blockmans, Centre for European Policy 
Studies, Brussels, Belgium; and University of Am-
sterdam, Netherlands.

Damaged...

President Donald Trump’s unabashed unilateralism has 
hurt EU-US relations. He has called the European Un-
ion a “foe” and “worse than China, just smaller” (Kwong, 
2018). He celebrated Brexit and has encouraged other 
member states to leave the bloc. He has bullied demo-
cratic leaders such as Angela Merkel and embraced au-
tocrats like Viktor Orbá n. The latter has not helped the 
EU institutions in their search for supranational mecha-
nisms to enforce compliance with rule of law conditions 
for membership.

Not only did the 45th President of the United States 
refuse to re-engage with the transatlantic trade and 
investment partnership (TTIP) agenda, which Barack 
Obama abandoned, but he also imposed “national se-
curity” tariffs on steel and aluminium imports from Eu-
ropean allies and threatened that more might follow.1 He 
also subjected European businesses to American extra-
territorial jurisdiction more enthusiastically than any of 
his predecessors, in particular over his withdrawal of 
the US from the Iran nuclear deal (see Stoll et al., 2020).

Trump’s retreat from the Paris climate deal, the Inter-
mediate-Range Nuclear Forces treaty, the Open Skies 
agreement, and the World Health Organization (WHO) 
as well as his attacks against the WTO appellate body 
have rocked many Europeans’ belief that they share 

© The Author(s) 2021. Open Access: This article is distributed under the 
terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License 
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).
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1 Clarifi cation can be expected from the various WTO panel reports on 
complaints against the US tariff measures on steel and aluminium, 
which are due to be circulated soon. This includes complaints by 
China – DS 544; India – DS 547; the EU – DS 548; Canada – DS 550; 
Mexico – DS 551; Norway – DS 552; the Russian Federation – DS 554; 
Switzerland – DS 556 and Turkey – DS 564.

common ground with their most important ally. In fact, 
Trump has been disdainful of European priorities, from 
climate change and efforts to improve global health, to 
human rights and development assistance.

As a result, US relations with the EU have become large-
ly dysfunctional, and this comes at a time when unprec-
edented global health, economic and security challeng-
es demand robust transatlantic leadership.

To be sure, transatlantic disarray is not solely due to 
Trump. After more than a decade of crisis management, 
the EU has seemed as likely to fall apart as to come to-
gether over the COVID-19 pandemic. The coronavirus 
crisis has ravaged societies and economies. Whereas 
EU member states reached a political agreement on a 
historic recovery package and a seven-year fi nancial 
framework, those debates have also revealed ongoing 
differences on rule of law conditionality in the disburse-
ment of funding that could widen once the worst of the 
pandemic is over.

...but not beyond repair

A second term for Trump would have almost certainly 
meant a further erosion of US democracy and the post-
war liberal order. The EU would no longer have been 
able to put off facing the consequences of having an 
illiberal, anti-trade partner across the pond.

With Joe Biden’s victory, there is at least a four-year 
window to revive ‘an alliance of democracies’, face up to 
authoritarian powers and closed economies that exploit 
the openness on which American and European socie-
ties are built, and shape those parts of multilateralism 
that serve transatlantic interests.

During the campaign, candidate Biden emphasised his 
long-standing belief that “Europe is the cornerstone of 
our engagement with the rest of the world and is the 
catalyst for our global cooperation”.2 As a passionate 
transatlanticist and multilateralist, Biden will instinc-
tively turn to the EU as America’s indispensable partner 
of fi rst resort when it comes to addressing internation-

2 This resonated with the Remarks by Vice President Joe Biden to the 
Munich Security Conference (see United States Offi ce of the Vice 
President, 2013).
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al challenges, even if that partner has already made it 
clear to the incoming administration that it will not be 
dictated by the United States:

The EU and the US should pursue common interests 
and leverage our collective strength to deliver results 
on our strategic priorities. We should always look for 
solutions that respect our common values of fair-
ness, openness and competition – including where 
there are bilateral differences. (European Commis-
sion, 2020, 2)

America, heal thyself before you attend to others

The 46th President’s most immediate challenge will 
most likely not be abroad but an unenviable confl uence 
of crises at home: COVID-19 vaccination management, 
post-pandemic economic recovery and deep social 
tensions. As the 6 January storming of the Capitol build-
ing by a mob of Trump supporters so brutally illustrated, 
Joe Biden will also have to contend with a much strong-
er radical conservative opposition than Barack Obama 
ever did.

Despite the many doubts sown about the American 
election process by Donald Trump and the legal chal-
lenges that remain, US democracy has survived its ex-
periment with proto-fascism and will be strengthened 
in the next four years. This will be a boon for demo-
cratic forces around the world, especially in Europe. 
Recent developments in certain EU member states 
have shown that democratically elected leaders will try 
to use majoritarian rule to curb freedoms, overstep the 
constitutional limits of their powers, protect the inter-
ests of their cronies, and recycle themselves through 
seemingly free and fair elections. A Biden presidency 
is expected to strike up alliances that will solidify Amer-
ica’s international role and put pressure on the illiberal 
and undemocratic leadership of third countries. This is 
good news for the EU and its drive to stop the corrosive 
effect of authoritarian tendencies within the bloc and 
strengthen rule of law mechanisms at the supranational 
level.

America’s partners should therefore not be surprised, 
and should in fact welcome the likelihood that Biden’s 
initial focus will necessarily be on domestic challenges. 
After all, the US is unlikely to be the type of consistent, 
outward-looking partner that Europeans need and want 
if it does not beat COVID-19, generate economic growth 
and work to heal its deep domestic divisions. And even 
if the Democratic Party holds a majority in both houses 
of Congress, the domestic forces that the Biden ad-
ministration will have to contend with are likely to slow 

down the implementation of his ambitious foreign policy 
agenda.

Reinvent transatlantic relations

While the era of American exceptionalism may be over,3 
a Biden Presidency will help to restore a balance of pow-
er and could help to reboot multilateralism. But even if 
the US rejoins the WHO, the Paris climate accords and 
the Iran nuclear deal, and works to strengthen the WTO, 
Biden’s foreign policy will be more assertive and trans-
actional in response to popular domestic demand. Eu-
ropeans should not kid themselves into believing that 
transatlantic relations will return to the status quo ante. 
In all but name, the rallying cry of “America First” is here 
to stay. As a presidential candidate, Biden has vowed 
to prioritise investment in US green energy, childcare, 
education and infrastructure over any new trade deals. 
He has also called for expanded “Buy American” provi-
sions in federal procurement, which has long been an 
irritant in trade relations with the EU. The EU will likely 
be forced to muster all the political will and resources 
at its disposal to carve a third way between the US and 
China, an issue which enjoys strong bipartisan support 
in Washington.

A new transatlantic agenda will demand more, not less, 
of Europe. The European Commission and the EU’s 
High Representative for foreign affairs and security pol-
icy have understood this. In a call on the US to seize 
a “once-in-a-generation” opportunity to forge a new 
global alliance, they have made a detailed pitch to bury 
the hatchet on the sources of tension from the Trump 
era and meet the “strategic challenge” posed by China 
(European Commission, 2020, 1, 8). The idea is to re-
vitalise the transatlantic partnership by cooperating on 
everything, from fi ghting cybercrime and shaping the 
digital regulatory environment, to screening sensitive 
foreign investments and fi ghting deforestation. An EU-
US Summit in the fi rst half of 2021 could be the moment 
to launch the new transatlantic agenda.

Dealing with China

The new EU-US Dialogue on China is expected to pro-
vide a key mechanism for advancing shared transatlan-
tic interests and managing differences on the best way 
forward. Topics include biomedical research, a green 
trade agenda, and – more acutely related to the system-

3 Richard Haass, former Director of Policy Planning for the United 
States Department of State and a close advisor to Secretary of State 
Colin Powell in the administration of Republican President Bush Jr., 
tweeted that “If the post-American era has a start date, it is almost 
certainly today”, i.e. 6 January 2021.
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ic rivalry with China – securing 5G infrastructure across 
the globe, opening a dialogue on 6G, widening cooper-
ation on digital supply chain security through objective 
risk-based assessments, cybersecurity, free data fl ow 
on the basis of high standards and safeguards, coop-
eration on artifi cial intelligence, and fair taxation in the 
digital economy.

There is a genuine willingness in Europe to work with the 
US on the strategic challenges posed by China, but not 
at all costs. The provisional conclusion of talks on the 
Comprehensive Agreement on Investment (CAI) ahead 
of Biden’s inauguration shows that the EU, led by Ger-
many and France, is bent on protecting its commercial 
interests and will not slavishly follow a hegemonic US 
in decoupling from China. But by going soft on funda-
mental rights and enforcement mechanisms in the draft 
CAI,4 in particular ILO standards on forced labour (cf. 
camps for Uighurs in Xinjiang province) and UN pro-
tected freedom of speech and assembly (in Hong Kong 
and elsewhere), the European collective has handed a 
victory to Beijing by splitting the aspired value-based 
transatlantic partnership. As a self-proclaimed “geopo-
litical” actor, the EU may have been shrewd in applying 
the realist approach of “principled pragmatism” before 
a Biden administration could affect some of its commer-
cial interests,5 but it still suffers from strategic myopia in 
defi ning relations in an increasingly bipolar world based 
on ideological lines (democracies vs authoritarian re-
gimes). This episode places the new EU-US Dialogue on 
China on the back foot before it has even begun.

The news that, from the get-go, the Biden administra-
tion wants to sit down with its European allies to end 
the tug-of-war on trade is very welcome.6 Resolving 
these and other issues with a commitment to improve 
the transatlantic level playing fi eld is key to setting high 
standards, making critical supply chains more resil-
ient and addressing China’s unfair trade practices. And 
while the CAI is a meritorious attempt at getting Beijing 
to play by the rules, the EU would have stood stronger 
after consultation and in concert with the Biden admin-
istration.

4 An offi cial version of the draft text of the agreement and the declara-
tions attached to it were not available at the time of writing. The as-
sessment here is based on key provisions leaked to the press. See 
e.g. Brunsden et al. (2020).

5 The concept is enshrined in the High Representative’s Shared Vision, 
Common Action: A Stronger Europe (European Union, 2016).

6 See the interview CNN’s Fareed Zakaria (2021) conducted with Jake 
Sullivan, Biden’s national security advisor.

In conclusion

The greatest danger to a vital transatlantic bond will be 
Europe’s temptation to believe that the relationship can 
go back to “business as usual”. That would be a mis-
take. The EU-US alliance as we have known it is dead. A 
Biden administration will not want to “restore” the trans-
atlantic partnership; it will want to reinvent it for a world 
full of economic, climate and health challenges, more 
diffuse power, rapid technological changes, greater 
insecurities and intensifi ed global competition. Fortu-
nately, this is well understood at EU headquarters and 
most of the member states capitals. But coming up with 
a common approach will hinge signifi cantly on the two 
economies’ ability to bridge existing divides over trade 
and technology policy. Using their combined infl uence, 
a transatlantic technology space could well form the 
backbone of a wider coalition of like-minded democra-
cies.
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The EU and Russia: A New Foreign Policy for the 
´CaUcaVVµ?  
Marc Franco 

Without any irony: the decision of High 
Representative (HR) Borrell to go to Moscow 
in early February was courageous and correct. 
The discussion on EU-Russia relations at the 
Foreign Affairs Council (FAC) of 22 February 
and the conclusions of that meeting were a 
success. But that does not mean that the EU 
should not drastically improve its foreign 
policy game. 

 
On the visit: The relations between the EU and 
Russia were not brilliant even before 2014 but 
came to a complete standstill after the annexation 
of Crimea and the Russian interference in Eastern 
Ukraine. It was laudable of HR Borrell to attempt 
to explore possibilities for gradually thawing the 
frozen relationship in a face-to-face meeting with 
Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov. He did not 
merit the undiplomatic reception he received. 
 
On the FAC: EU Member States are dramatically 
diYided RQ RXVVia, aQd iW ZaV LaYURY·V iQWeQWiRQ 
to deepen the split further. He did not succeed: 
the Council unanimously condemned the Russian 
attitude and the way the Navalny affair has been 

handled, and agreed on additional sanctions. 
However weak these measures may seem, the 
fact that they were adopted unanimously proves 
that within the EU there still is a willingness to 
develop a common foreign policy. Even on what 
is perhaps its most difficult relationship. 
 
However, let us not overdo the self-
congratulation. The events of 5 February are 
important, not so much because of the rude way 
iQ Zhich LaYURY VlaPPed Whe dRRU iQ BRUUell·V 
face, but more because (once more) Russia put 
the finger on one of the constituent weaknesses 
of the EU: its foreign policy. Russian diplomacy 
knows the EU construction very well ² in 
particular the ambiguities in the distribution of 
competences between the Union and its 
Member States.  
 
It is in itself a small miracle that the common 
position on Russia decided in 2014, under the 
emotional pressure of the MH-17 disaster, and 
the Five Guiding Principles of March 2016 have 
been reiterated without much discussion every 6 
months since then, and have been accompanied 
by a progressively stricter sanctions regime. The 
divergences between Member States have 
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however rendered any substantive discussion on 
Russia impossible. Perhaps the sanctions can be 
prolonged so easily, though, because they do not 
Ueall\ ´biWeµ, QRU dR Whe\ hiQdeU MePbeU SWaWes 
in the further development of economic 
relations with Russia. 
 
Where do we stand with the Common Foreign 
and Security Policy (CFSP), taking into account 
the discussions during the last FAC? One can 
either take pride in what has been accomplished 
since 1993, or one can deplore how little we 
have achieved. Perhaps the discussion needs to 
be pushed to a different level: is a common 
foreign policy überhaupt possible in the present 
EU configuration, and what does the 
development of an effective CFSP require? 
 
EU INTEGRATION AND FOREIGN POLICY  
To understand the shortcomings of CFSP, it is 
useful to compare it with economic integration 
in the EEC/EU since the 1950s. 
 
CFSP was born 1993 and fast developed its own 
institutional dynamics, formalised in the 
successive Treaties: creation of the High 
Representative, the Common Security and 
Defence Policy (CSDP), and the diplomatic 
service (EEAS). The institutional development 
is remarkable. The problem is that substantive 
foreign policy positions and actions did not 
follow the institutional development. Creating 
institutions and mechanisms is not enough to 
generate a common foreign policy. Something 
else is needed. 
 
The intentions behind the CFSP were laudable 
and reflected the lessons of the early 1950s. With 
the failure of the Defence Community and the 
Political Community, the founding fathers had 
understood that Member States were not ripe 
for political integration. They decided to 
proceed with economic integration, counting on 

Whe ecRQRPic ´aSSUR[iPaWiRQµ Rf Whe MePber 
States to lead to political integration. 
Institutionally, this is what happened. In the 
early 1990s the time seemed ripe, but the 
political leaders underestimated (or 
misunderstood) the difference between the 
mechanisms of economic and political 
integration. 
 
European integration was launched as a political 
SURjecW (´eYeU clRVeU EXURSeµ), bXW ZiWh aQ 
economic starting point: the Common Market.  
The Customs Union is not based on political 
idealism but on down-to-earth economic 
interests. The negotiating economists and 
officials understood very well that the process of 
economic integration is a balancing act between 
gains and losses: by opening borders a country 
will lose its less competitive industries, but its 
efficient industries will gain an expanded 
market. As long as the gains outweigh the losses, 
the integration process proceeds; it is a positive-
sum-game. The driving force behind integration 
is not an idealistic common good, but well-
understood self-interest.  The outcome of the 
balancing of gains and losses is consolidated in 
a binding legal basis that allows the integration 
process to proceed. Whenever problems arise, 
an additional legal base is created, reinforcing 
the common legal framework of the economic 
Union. This strong internal legal base and the 
common interest in the existing arrangements 
together create a firm basis for the external 
representation of the EU, whenever an 
international negotiation takes place on an issue 
covered by the internal market. Occasionally, 
conflicts of interests between Member States 
may arise, but the principle is clear (art 3.2 of the 
Treaty on the Functioning of the EU). 
 
The situation is quite different for CFSP/CSDP. 
Whereas in economic integration, the 
institutions developed as and when substantive 
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economic integration required it, in CFSP the 
institutions were created in the hope that the 
integration of foreign policy would follow. The 
legal base of CFSP is weak, and countries 
continue to pursue their national interests. The 
give-and-take and the balancing of gains and 
losses that in economic integration leads to 
constructive compromises, is much more 
difficult to realise in foreign policy. Decision-
making requires unanimity and Member States 
have not yet recognised that there is a common 
EU interest, and how it can be realised as a result 
of the positive-sum game. It is an illusion to 
believe that at this stage Qualified Majority 
Voting would improve the situation. It would 
only lead to more severe conflicts with Member 
States that feel side-lined by the decisions taken. 
 
NATIONAL VS EUROPEAN PRIORITIES 
The political interests of the Member States and 
their diplomatic relations are determined by 
economic, geographic, historical, religious, 
cultural and other factors. Member States have 
different priorities, and the balancing between 
economic interests and values is different in 
each country. This is obvious when looking at 
their security priorities: many Central European 
countries that spent decades under Soviet rule 
Vee RXVVia aV Whe UeiQcaUQaWiRQ Rf Whe ´eYil 
ePSiUeµ. NRW VR Whe SRXWheUQ EXURSeaQ 
countries: they consider the trans-Mediterranean 
migration flows as the main security risk ² 
unlike, in turn, the more Northern Member 
States. France is worried by the surge in 
fundamentalist Islam in the Sahel; many other 
Member States could not care less. The Treaty 
does not provide a compulsory framework for 
defining a single policy. As a result, every 
country continues to pursue its own objectives 
and priorities. 
 
For international economic relations, the EU is 
important as it provides the framework for 

Member SWaWeV· WUade, iQYeVWPeQW, eWc. ThiV 
common framework (the Common External 
Tariff, the Common Trade Policy) is, just like 
the Common Market, the result of balancing 
gains and losses. The common framework 
negotiated with any partner country (or 
organisation) is in the first place a common 
denominator of the interests of the Member 
States. For every Member State this implies a 
´giYe aQd Wakeµ: \RX lRVe VRPeWhiQg aV Whe 
opening of trade competes with your national 
products, but lower barriers to trade for other 
sectors allows your industry to expand. It is 
again the positive-sum game approach that allow 
trade negotiators to conclude trade agreements. 
 
But what happens if there is no clear balance 
between gains and losses, like in foreign policy? 
 
A cRXQWU\·V Qational policy reflects its interests 
in relations with the rest of the world, modulated 
to some extend by its values. Consolidating this 
policy in a supranational context is only 
interesting if supranational decision-making 
coincides with the national interest. In that case 
Whe cRXQWU\·V SRlic\ SUiRUiWieV aQd iQWeUeVWV aUe 
re-enforced as a greater group of countries will 
support it. 
 
But why would a country give up its own policy 
SUiRUiWieV aQd dilXWe iWV ´iQWeUeVWVµ if iW geWV 
nothing in return? Foreign policy coordination 
is to a large extent a zero-sum game. Germany 
focuses on its short-term interests, and feels it 
would not gain anything by aligning itself with a 
joint EU position and limit its economic 
relations with Russia. The prospect of a boost in 
economic relations after an eventual 
normalisation of EU-Russia relations is 
perceived as far too hypothetical. The Baltic 
States are of the opinion that they would gain 
nothing by aligning themselves with a more 
open economic cooperation with Russia. In this 
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situation, a common EU position can only be a 
compromise and will result in an ambivalent text 
with wording that papers over the conflicting 
ambitions of the Member States. Thus no 
effective EU policy can emerge. Exceptional 
moments do exist, when emotions run high and 
pressure mounts to show the coherence of the 
Union, but these are rare. 
 
 
Harmonization of foreign relations over a broad 
range of topics, allowing Member States to 
compute losses and gains over many dossiers so 
as to enable a positive-sum game, is extremely 
complex and has not been tried. Imagine the 
following question: what foreign policy gain 
would convince the Baltic States to agree with a 
more positive approach to Russia? 
 
The result: on all issues the EU can only adopt 
the lowest common denominator position. As 
LaYURY RQce WRld Pe: ´The EU PRYeV aW Whe 
VSeed Rf Whe VlRZeVW caPelµ. 
 
ADDITIONAL WEAKNESSES 
Simplifying matters, let us assume that a 
cRXQWU\·V fRUeigQ SRlic\ aiPV aW SURPRWiQg iWV 
interests while taking into account to some 
degree its fundamental values. 
 
In the EU, there is a convenient division of 
labour. For EU diplomacy, the emphasis is on 
values: democracy, respect for human rights, 
sustainable development, etc. The interests 
(trade, investment, other forms of economic and 
scientific cooperation, etc.) are the realm of the 
Member States. This does not mean that 
Member States ignore the value aspect, but the 
balance between values and interests is 
obviously biased in favour of the economic 
interests. Keeping the dialogue going in a 
situation of conflict is a valid point, but the 
question is how far this argument can be 

stretched.  Partner countries know this and 
skilfully play self-interested Member States off 
against a too activist EU. The recent debacle of 
BRUUell·V YiViW WR MRVcRZ iV a SUiPe e[aPSle: 
Borrell could not but raise the problems around 
the Navalny affair. Lavrov, knowing that some 
Member States did not consider this a breaking 
point for important economic projects, 
dismissed the issue and indulged in trying to 
further split the EU. This intra-EU divide allows 
Russia to continue to develop its relations with 
Russia-friendly Member States.  In view of this 
interest-values split, no fully-fledged EU foreign 
policy can be formulated. 
 
Apart from development cooperation with 
certain groups of developing countries, and 
financial and technical cooperation with 
Neighbouring Countries and Candidate 
Countries, the EU is only marginally active in 
concrete economic cooperation activities. The 
main role of the EU institutions is to negotiate 
and conclude the framework for the economic 
cooperation activities of the Member States: 
trade, investment, visa arrangement (Schengen), 
etc. Once the negotiation is finished and the 
framework exists, the EU becomes to some 
extent irrelevant, because the reality of relations 
(i.e. their implementation in the form of 
investment or trade decisions) resides with the 
Member States. Lavrov called the EU a 
´caUcaVVµ. HiV VSRkeVSeUVRQ laWeU Vaid Whe 
translation was wrong: in fact, the Minister 
PeaQW WR Va\ ́ fUaPeZRUkµ. BXW WhiV iV e[acWl\ Whe 
point: the EU is nothing but a framework.  
 
This brings us back to where we started. What 
LaYURY·V iQWeUYeQWiRQ Pade YeU\ cleaU iV WhaW fRU 
Russia, the Union is an obstacle to good 
relations with the Member States. The Union 
focusses exclusively on values: shortcomings of 
democracy and human rights in Russia, 
epitomised at this moment by Navalny and the 
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protest movement. The EU can only offer 
criticism and insist that respect for human rights 
is a condition for the relaunching of relations. 
 
Member states focus in the first place on 
ongoing or potential economic relations. They 
do insist on values, but that is a non-binding 
criticism that does not stop them from 
proceeding with mutually beneficial economic 
projects. Moreover, as already indicated, the EU 
has nothing to offer at this stage. The EU has 
made itself irrelevant since 2014: what the EU 
does, is negotiating cooperation frameworks; by 
suspending these negotiations, hardly anything 
is left for the Union to do with Russia. 
Therefore, no harm is done by removing the 
´caUcaVVµ. The EU iV aQ iQcRQYenient 
impediment as the slow-moving (or immobile) 
´caPelVµ RQl\ hiQdeU Whe PRYePeQW Rf Whe 
´caPelVµ WhaW ZaQW WR SURceed ZiWh fUXiWfXl 
cooperation. 
 
A WAY FORWARD? 
The only way forward is for the Union to define 
a CFSP that is solidly based on shared values and 
common interests. At present, however, there is 
some slippage on the side of the common 
values, while interests are far from common and 
probably diverging. This does not necessarily 
mean that there is no scope for advancing CFSP. 
Indeed, the unanimous decisions of the 22 
February FAC show that Member States can still 
reach a common position in the face of an 
external insult, not to say threat. Ironically, 
Russia might have saved  CFSP, in the same way 
as the threat of the Soviet Union contributed to 
the European integration process in the 1950s. 
The security and defence issues between Russia 
and the EU may well be the starting point of a 
new approach. 
 
Capitalising on this (modest) positive signal, a 
constructive way forward could be mapped out, 

based on the previously identified obstacles and 
ambiguities that hinder the development of a 
genuinely European CFSP. 
 
First, it is necessary to find ways and means to 
break the zero-sum logic that freezes the 
positions of Member States. All the respective 
threats perceived by various groups of Member 
States are real and deserve attention. The 
November 2020 common threat analysis 
undertaken in the context of the drafting of a 
´SWUaWegic CRPSaVVµ, cRPbiQiQg iQfRUPaWiRQ 
from the Intelligence Services of the Member 
States, is a crucial first step. This exercise should 
not stop there. Member States should be 
encouraged to actively support each other in 
coping with their respective security threats. 
This could be the beginning of a positive sum 
game dynamic, in which Member States 
understand that security threats should not be 
handled piecemeal but as a whole. Moreover, by 
giving up an exclusive focus on their own 
security problem they can receive substantive 
support from other Member States. Rather than 
look for protection under the NATO umbrella, 
increasingly Member States should look for 
collaboration and protection in the CSDP 
context. CSDP could be an important element 
iQ UealiViQg Whe ´SRViWiYe-VXP gaPeµ Rf CFSP 
(strategic autonomy). Admittedly this is easier 
said than done, but competent diplomats and 
security specialists can certainly identify 
complementary diplomatic, military and other 
actions that Member States could undertake, and 
thus, taking a leave out of the book of trade 
negotiations, gradually construct a give-and-take 
approach and balance gains and losses. 
 
Second, the dichotomy must be ended between 
the EU taking care of values and Member States 
taking care of their interests. The way out is to 
set up a mechanism for screening major outward 
iQYeVWPeQWV fURP MePbeU SWaWeV· cRPSaQieV iQ 
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the same manner as inward investment is 
screened. The EU Foreign Investment 
Screening Mechanism became operational in 
October 2020. A screening mechanism for 
inward investment ensures the integrity of the 
internal market. A screening mechanism for 
outward investment could also ensure the 
integrity of the internal market and its coherence 
with the political and the economic interests of 
the EU. The experience of setting up the inward 
Foreign Investment Screening Mechanism can 
inspire the setting up of an outward counterpart. 
The introduction of such a mechanism would 
also resolve the limitations in the role of the EU 
institutions, which would no longer be restricted 
to a negotiating role but would actively monitor 
the application, not only of trade agreements but 
also of the fundamental values of the Union. 
 
 
 
 
 

The stronger the pressure and perceived 
aggressiveness from Russia (and from China), 
the greater the chance that a genuine CFSP will 
successfully emerge.  
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The EU in Search of Autonomy in the Era of
Chinese Expansionism and COVID-19 Pandemic

Sebastian Santander and Antonios Vlassis
University of Li!ege

Abstract
Given the global changes created by China’s expanding international influence, increasingly intense Sino–American competi-
tion and the growing multi-polarisation of the international political economy, is there any specific place that the European
Union can hope to occupy? For tentative answers to this question, this analysis of Chinese economic expansionism aims to
highlight the rationale behind the EU’s foreign policy action and to explore how this expansionism has impacted on the
preservation of the European unity and whether Chinese economic power has undermined integration and triggered disunity
within the EU. We look at the period starting in 2013, the year when China launched its ‘New Silk Road’ initiative, right up to
the global lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Power is currently being diffused among the global political
economy at the expense of the traditional powers, and par-
ticularly the European Union (EU) and its national econo-
mies. This global power shift can be seen in the rise of new
countries and notably those in Asia, such as China. They are
eager to expand their presence worldwide in order to max-
imise their respective economic and commercial interests,
diversify their external trade relations, forge new interna-
tional alliances and to foster changes in international eco-
nomic and political structures so as to achieve a more
balanced distribution of global power.

The EU’s place and role in globalisation are today being
shaken by this spreading of power, the actions of interna-
tional powers, and the competition between them as well
as by a questioning of the liberal international order with
which Europe identifies itself. As a result, given the global
changes stemming from China’s expanding international
influence, increasingly intense Sino–American competition
and the growing multi-polarisation of the international polit-
ical economy, is there any specific place that the EU can
hope to occupy? Is the world therefore being shaped out-
side of Europe? Or is Europe capable of building a strategic
autonomy, so it can assert itself as one of the main poles of
the international order?

The issue of whether internal/domestic or external factors
linked to the international system shape an actor’s foreign
policy is among the most stimulating topics in the interna-
tional relations literature. Today, a growing scientific litera-
ture seeks to understand the EU external economic and
commercial policy, focusing either on internal factors or
external ones. On the one hand, a recent scholarship based
on a liberal-institutionalist approach (Da Conceic!ao-Heldt,
2010; D€ur et al., 2019; Meunier and Vachudova, 2018) argues
that a set of EU internal factors shape the EU trade policy.
These factors can be lobbying activities by European interest

groups or the heterogeneity of EU member states’ (MSs)
preferences. On the other hand, several scholars (Meissner,
2018; Telό and Feng, 2020) point out that these factors are
not the only possible explanation of EU external trade
action, paying special attention to factors located at the
international level and rooted in the practices of rival actors
such as the United States or China. Even though these stud-
ies provide useful insights regarding the design of EU exter-
nal relations, in this article we argue that a multidimensional
analysis, which finely balancing internal and external factors
is necessary for assessing the way the EU goes in asserting
its trade powers in foreign affairs. In this respect, we seek to
explore the EU trade action and explain trade decisions
through a complementary multi-causal approach, combining
external and internal factors. The research goal is to analyse
how the practices of rival actors, such as Chinese expansion-
ism or US–China power struggle and the heterogeneity of EU
MSs’ preferences operate together in shaping EU external
action and Europe’s attempt to secure and promote its eco-
nomic and regulatory power (Santander and Vlassis, 2020).
To shed some light on the issue, we look at the period start-

ing in 2013, the year when China launched its ‘New Silk Road’
initiative, right up to the global lockdown due to the COVID-
19 pandemic. The article is based on qualitative research
focusing on systematic and extensinve analysis of primary
written sources, including special information services and
publications, as well as grey literature, such as resolutions,
summaries, working documents, recommendations and
reports. The article is structured into three parts. Part one will
explore the mechanisms of China’s global expansion and the
implications of this economic diplomacy for the distribution
of global power, as well as for maintaining the unique nature
of the European integration project. Part two will focus on the
responses of the EU and its MSs to the Sino–American power
struggle and it will investigate the options available to Europe
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to adopt a European path that is both distinct and autono-
mous. The third and final part will examine the potential
upheavals in international power relations caused by the
COVID-19 health crisis and how this could affect the EU’s eco-
nomic and political relations with China.

Could Chinese expansionism contribute to
European disunity?

China’s growing power and trade expansionism are reshap-
ing the global economy’s structures, as well as the operating
logic and dynamics of global economic governance (Chris-
tiansen and Maher, 2017). To do so, Chinese authorities are
supporting two major projects. The first one is the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) – launched by
China in 2012 – which has as main aim to establish a regio-
nal free trade zone in Asia-Pacific, including the ten member
states of the Association of Southeast Asian Association
(ASEAN), as well as Australia, China, Japan, New Zealand,
and South Korea. But a certain number of obstacles (COVID-
19 pandemic in Asia, trade disputes and competition for
leadership between actors . . .) has prevented its realisation
until the conclusion of the agreement in mid-November
2020 after eight years of harsh negotiations. The second
one is the ‘New Silk Road’, which covers a much wider geo-
graphical field and addresses different issues from those of
RCEP. In fact, the New Silk Road is currently considered as
the key strategic pillar of China’s trade policy (Braga and
Sangar, 2020; Callahan, 2016). This plan, today called the Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI), includes two projects: ‘an economic
silk road’ stretching from China to Europe through Central
Asia and ‘a maritime silk road’ from South East Asia to the
Mediterranean and now towards the East by extending its
influence as far as Latin America. Launched by Chinese Pres-
ident Xi Jinping in 2013, this initiative is a flagship mega-
project for interstate trade exchange. It will stimulate the
flow of capital, goods and services between China and 126
trading partners. The BRI project is being driven by a sort of
‘infrastructure diplomacy’, which notably focuses on the
development and reinforcement of interconnected infras-
tructures plus road, energy, rail and port projects. As the US
pulled out of the Trans-Pacific Partnership (Vlassis, 2016) in
2017 and as negotiations on a transatlantic trade and invest-
ment partnership between the US and the EU are on hold
(de Ville, 2016), the BRI is the only mega-project for regional
cooperation trade being turned into a reality.

Given China’s trade ambitions, the EU and its MSs are
looking to come up with answers and to roll out a strategy.
However, this strategy is marred by internal tensions within
the EU. As we will show it further some MSs (France, Ger-
many) are pushing the bloc to adopt a stronger approach
towards China, while others are advocating a more flexible
position (Greece, Italy). As a result, the EU has adopted an
approach that blows hot and cold.

Recently, the European authorities appear to have taken a
harder line with Beijing. For many years, the EU always con-
sidered China a cooperation partner, but now it is choosing
an approach that is supposedly less “naive” (Conley, 2020)

and no longer hesitates to call the country a “systemic rival”
(European Commission, 2019a). The EU insitutions take the
view that European companies are often subject to “discrim-
inatory, unpredictable and burdensome” trade procedures,
as well as restrictions on their investments and forced trans-
fers of technology to the benefit of the Chinese market
(European Commission, 2019a, p. 6); the US government has
addressed similar criticisms to China (see below). It is note-
worthy that the Commission’s 2020 report on barriers to
trade and investment explicitly underlined that ‘China has
taken over as the country with the highest stock of
recorded barriers with 38 obstacles hindering EU export and
investment opportunities’ (European Commission, 2020, p.
3).
On this topic, since 2013, the EU and China have negoti-

ated the EU-China Comprehensive Agreement on Investment,
intended to replace the existing bilateral investment treaties
that all EU MSs, other than Ireland, have already concluded
with China. Europe has several objectives for such an agree-
ment. They include developing common standards to pro-
tect investment, providing predictable and reciprocal long-
term access to European and Chinese markets, and ensuring
a fair and transparent level playing field, so as to protect
Chinese and European investors from discrimination and
unfair treatment. Such an agreement would also have a sig-
nificant impact on China’s policy mix for inward foreign
direct investment) FDI, since according to the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), China
is one of the most restrictive countries in terms of inward
FDI. Among the 68 countries analysed by the OECD, only
three countries (Indonesia, the Philippines and Saudi Arabia)
had more restrictive FDI policies than China in 2017 (Bicken-
bach and Wan-Hsin, 2018). The EU is thus seeking mecha-
nisms to limit China’s progress, but without abandoning
cooperation with China. Nevertheless, the Chinese authori-
ties, which are more focused on finding a solution to their
trade dispute with the US, have paid little attention to Euro-
pean expectations and proposals for investment regulation.
The EU’s single market is a major magnet for Chinese

decision-makers, but the European system of governance
and regional integration is much less appealing to them.
Chinese authorities are also aware that a united Europe is
stronger in the negotiations and that they are therefore
likely to obtain fewer European concessions. For that reason,
China seeks to make fewer concessions to the regional bloc
than to individual states and it has no hesitation in pursuing
strategies that increase the divisions within the European
bloc, thus contributing to weaken the EU’s presence in its
own backyard. To do this, China is consolidating BRI expan-
sion in parts of Europe, using FDI as a major lever of its
trade policy. Chinese FDI is creating economic opportunities
in some countries, but it is testing European unity, as Euro-
pean countries develop divergent strategies in the face of
Chinese trade efforts. Moreover, Chinese FDI raises serious
domestic policy challenges, as several European countries
are unaccustomed -to negotiating with foreign investors
from non-Western economies, non-democratic regimes or
countries beyond their strategic security and defence
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alliances’ (Meunier, 2019, p. 99). It should be stressed here
that in 2016, the value of Chinese FDI flows to the EU
totalled €35.9 billion, almost 50 times higher than in 2008
(€0.7 billion) (European Commission, 2019b).

In 2012, China signed memorandums of understanding
with 16 Central and East European countries, including 11
EU MSs1. and five countries in the Western Balkans.2. For the
BRI mega-project, this alliance, called the Cooperation
between China and Central and Eastern European Countries
(CEEC) or the ‘17 + 1’ (formerly the ‘16 + 1’), has made pro-
moting trade and investments one of its major priorities. To
tie these European countries more closely to its project,
China is using “debt trap diplomacy”, although some schol-
ars seek to question this Chinese diplomatic practice, focus-
ing on the dynamic role of recipient countries (see Jones
and Hameiri, 2020). More specifically, China links some EU
MSs and non-EU countries with its BRI project, before offer-
ing them large investments to finance major infrastructure
programmes. As most of these European countries are sub-
ject to the EU’s austerity policies, they eagerly welcome Chi-
nese investment without worrying about the consequences
in terms of indebtedness and dependence on a non-Euro-
pean power. This has been demonstrated by a series of
high-speed rail projects, such as the one to link Budapest-
Belgrade-Skopje-Athens or to connect Belgrade to the port
of Bar in Montenegro. Independent studies have highlighted
the economic unsustainability of some of these projects, but
the Chinese authorities have continued to finance them
(Doehler, 2019). As a result, countries such as Montenegro
are getting into debt with the Export-Import Bank of China
and increasing public debt to 80 per cent of the country’s
GDP (Doehler, 2019). China now holds 39 per cent of the
external debt of this small Balkan country and one-fifth of
that of North Macedonia, leaving them vulnerable to Chi-
nese political influence. China is thus gaining a foothold in
the economies of countries that are eventually expected to
join the EU. In doing so, China is building a network of rela-
tionships with European countries that could act as a sound-
ing board for Chinese interests in Europe.

Other countries in the region, such as Croatia, Hungary
and the Czech Republic, are negotiating bilateral agree-
ments, taking on debt owed to Beijing, transferring critical
infrastructure to it and/or agreeing to serve as a platform
for Chinese technology giant Huawei to build their 5G
telecommunications network. However, the cornerstone of
China’s economic expansion in Southern Europe was the
acquisition of the Greek port of Piraeus by its shipping
company COSCO, which made it the second most impor-
tant port in the Mediterranean after Valencia. Greece has
also taken up China’s invitation to join the BRI by joining
the CEEC alliance. Portugal and Italy have also decided to
join China’s great geopolitical and economic project in
the hope of benefiting from Chinese investments. This
kind of relationship is powered by a concept of cen-
tripetal bilateral multilateralism, with hub and spoke initia-
tives. It is rather like a wheel, with China as the hub (rule
maker) and the other ‘partner’ countries serving as the
spokes (rule taker).

Furthermore, China intends to use the economic influence
it has developed in Europe to reap political benefits. Chi-
nese authorities, anxious to enhance their country’s image
in the world, are trying to thwart or prevent international
criticism of China as much as possible (Appuzo, 2020). Bei-
jing uses the economic networks it has established in Eur-
ope, as well as some EU MSs’ economic dependence on the
Chinese economy, to weaken or prevent the adoption of
European political positions that are detrimental to China. A
good example is the issue of human rights violations.
Greece has repeatedly opposed the adoption of a European
Council joint declaration condemning the abuses of the Chi-
nese regime, within the framework of the UN Human Rights
Council in Geneva. This has prevented the EU from speaking
with one voice, on an issue where the bloc has always
sought to stand out internationally. Hungary has also taken
similar positions aimed at blocking joint decisions within the
EU that are not in the interests of China (Szabolcs, 2019).
Some European legislation, such as the Framework for
screening foreign direct investment in the European Union
(Office des publications de l’UE, 2019), has also been
watered down following the intervention of certain EU MSs
that are members of the CEEC. They have succeeded in get-
ting a more flexible screening of European high-tech com-
panies for foreign sales, which is in line with Chinese
expectations (Gauthier, 2020).
As a result, some EU countries that joined CEEC are

becoming a kind of conveyor belt for Chinese influence in
the European institutions. It is a cause of growing concern
in Brussels, which fears that the New Silk Road will further
accentuate the internal weaknesses of European regionalism
(Santander and Vlassis, 2020) and is only weakening intra-
European trade in favour of trade between European coun-
tries and China. The BRI is seen more as a Trojan horse that
fuels European divisions and undermines the common trade
policy. So, the Commission and some European countries –
among them France, Germany and Spain – want to promote
coordinated EU action in response to Chinese initiatives and
they also do not envisage joining the Chinese project. Sup-
porters of a unified approach to China, such as the Euro-
pean Commission and the European External Action Service
(EEAS), have become more critical of the BRI project (Euro-
pean Commission, 2019a) and see it as a threat to European
unity (European Parliament, 2018). They are now even call-
ing for China to adopt a One Europe policy, just as the EU
supports the One China policy.

Where does the EU stand in the China-US trade
tussles?

At first, the Europeans had hoped to make common cause
with their US ally in order to pressurise China, especially as
European grievances about Beijing are fairly similar to those
voiced by Washington. These two players are constantly call-
ing on China to structurally reform its economy, while criti-
cising the mercantilist (maximise exports and minimise
imports) aspects of its policies, denouncing an incomplete
transition to a market economy and highlighting a series of
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Chinese practices, such as forced technology transfers, theft
of intellectual property, distortions of competition and mas-
sive subsidies to Chinese companies, non-tariff barriers to
trade, restrictions linked to investment, services and public
procurement, or investment in strategic sectors in other
countries (Hellendorff and R€uhlig, 2020).

Yet these European efforts failed to take into account the
Trump administration’s determination to pursue a disruptive
foreign policy.3. This policy is based on redefining the rela-
tionship between the US and the world, and clearly distanc-
ing the US from European integration, which the
administration considers outmoded and incapable of adapt-
ing to the global age of competition between powers. The
commercial clash between the US and China is an integral
part of US foreign policy.

Since March 2018, the commercial power struggle
between these two players has resulted in a series of esca-
lating tariffs, which are rooted both in China’s mercantilist
policy and in the nationalist shift in US foreign policy.
Regarding the improvement of bilateral trade balances and
the reduction of the US deficit as a major national security
issue (Damen and Gilder, 2019), the US trade agenda uses
commercial instruments, such as raising tariffs on a large
number of Chinese imports, and has resorted to bilateral
negotiations with the Chinese authorities to obtain eco-
nomic and political concessions. These concessions range
from increased purchases of US goods to structural changes
in Chinese practices that are deemed harmful to US eco-
nomic interests (Gonzalez and V"eron, 2019).

The EU, which has the largest trade surplus in the world,
is also the target of US trade sanctions or threats of sanc-
tions. The Trump administration’s unilateral and high-
handed attitude precludes the prospect of coordinated
action against China’s trade practices. In addition, the mer-
cantilist struggle between the US and China has increased
the uncertainties and risks of separate and autonomous
European external action, and highlighted the underlying
divisions between MSs (Aggestam and Hyde-Price, 2019). In
this context, the presence of the Chinese companies Huawei
and ZTE in Europe to develop 5G wireless networks, and the
EU’s attitude to Chinese investment in the European market,
are both telling examples of the EU’s position on the com-
mercial clash between the US and China.

The US is currently spearheading a global campaign, urg-
ing EU countries and other trading partners to block the use
of equipment from China’s telecoms giants Huawei and ZTE
in the next generation of wireless networks. The US adminis-
tration is exploiting this campaign, which is an intrinsic part
of the US trade and political clash with China, to accuse Chi-
nese telecommunications companies, and specifically Hua-
wei of espionage and of being a threat to national security.
It is noteworthy that Huawei and ZTE enjoy a special rela-
tionship with the Chinese authorities, aimed at giving them
an advantage in global competition and ensuring their inter-
national projects are part of the digital component of the
BRI (Digital Silk Road). Moreover, Beijing’s plans to make
China a key competitor in advanced technologies are now
viewed by the US authorities as ‘an existential threat’

(Inkster, 2019, p. 107) to American domination in all aspects
of technological innovation.
Such accusations against Chinese companies did not orig-

inate with the Republican Party, since they were already
being made under the Obama administration (2009–2016).
In 2012, a US Congress committee published a bipartisan
report accusing Huawei and ZTE of intellectual property
theft, loyalty to the Chinese authorities and potential espi-
onage. Yet the Trump administration has adopted a more
mercantilist attitude to China and its businesses. In 2018, it
opted to forbid two Chinese investments in American tech-
nology companies (Xcerra and Qualcomm). To date, the US,
Australia, Japan and New Zealand have banned Huawei and
ZTE from their 5G networks, citing the companies’ alleged
proximity to the Chinese government.
The EU authorities have done their best to prioritise the

path of peace with China, while still keeping up their guard.
In late January 2020, the EU published a collective “toolbox”,
developed by the Commission and the 27 MSs, containing
non-binding recommendations on the specific risks of
deploying 5G infrastructure. The Europeans adopted an
intermediate position, aimed at ensuring Europe moves for-
ward in lock-step. This position does not exclude Huawei or
ZTE from Europe’s 5G networks, but it does define standards
to secure future mobile telephony networks. However, this
position leaves the final decision to the discretion of each
State on whether or not to exclude these Shenzhen compa-
nies.
These two Chinese technology giants are already a core

part of telecommunications networks in Europe, so any deci-
sion to ban them could lead to economic reprisals by the
Chinese government. For example, Germany’s three telecom
operators already use equipment by Huawei. As the Chinese
ambassador to Germany has suggested, economic retaliation
would risk damaging the market positions of German car-
makers in China, if the two Chinese companies were to be
excluded from Germany’s 5G networks (Bennhold and
Ewing, 2020).
Without doubt, any European ban placed on Huawei and

ZTE would not be in the interests of several EU MSs who
see Chinese FDI as an economic opportunity (see above)
and who trust the Chinese companies, among them Hun-
gary, Greece, Italy, Austria and Poland (Duchâtel and Gode-
ment, 2019). This explains why the position adopted by the
EU is not as strict as that taken by the United Kingdom (UK)
– the country that was previously most involved with Hua-
wei.
Aware of the mercantilist shift in Sino–American eco-

nomic relations, the EU is eager not to openly upset the Chi-
nese government, following pressure applied by several
MSs. The bloc also refuses to adopt practices similar to
those of the US. Nevertheless, the Sino–American trade
clash is creating an atmosphere of distrust and suspicion
about Chinese practices, and has resulted in a number of
trading partners either reconsidering or hardening their atti-
tude. Intent on preventing Chinese businesses from invest-
ing in strategic sectors, France, Germany and Italy (the latter
under the Gentiloni government, 2016–2018) proposed in
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2017 that the European Commission should play a wider
role in investment policy. The idea was to establish trade
defence mechanisms, and to monitor and potentially block
foreign acquisitions in the EU, taking inspiration particularly
from the federal mechanisms set up in the US (Committee
on Foreign Investment in the US, US Foreign Investment
Risk Review Modernization Act).

However, their proposal was challenged by an ad hoc
coalition of countries that benefit extensively from Chinese
FDI (Portugal, Greece, Malta, Czech Republic) and who are
against this type of competence being transferred to the
Commission. FDI is a matter for the MSs to decide. In March
2019, the EU therefore adopted a non-binding mechanism
to set up an information-sharing mechanism between the
MSs and the Commission to flag any potentially sensitive
foreign investment and to authorise the Commission to filter
any FDI that might affect projects financed by EU funds.
Given this context, Chinese investment in the EU and the
US fell by 50 per cent and 95 per cent respectively between
2016 and 2018. This was due to the implementation of stric-
ter regulatory frameworks and a change in Chinese policy
that imposed an exit barrier on Chinese companies follow-
ing the Sino–American trade dispute (de Verg#es, 2019).

In summary, these two examples not only indicate that
the unilateralist and mercantilist approach adopted by the
US has a political impact on the EU’s attitude to Chinese
practices. The approach also reflects the fact that the Euro-
pean bloc is sharply divided on how to address China’s
increased expansionism in the world economy. Some view
Chinese expansionism as an instrument for deepening Chi-
nese integration into international economic interdepen-
dence. Others see it as a risk, threatening to undermine the
liberal multilateral order (Smith and Youngs, 2018). Due to
this political ambivalence that dominates the EU’s attitude
towards Chinese trade ambitions, the European authorities
are unable to define a clear line on the Sino–American
power struggle.

COVID-19 global outbreak: a new lever of tension
or a fresh start?

The COVID-19 crisis would appear to be an accelerating fac-
tor in the political and economic tensions that affect the EU
and its relations with China. The pandemic is becoming a
major issue for Chinese foreign policy, which is seeking to
turn the pandemic into a political opportunity to boost Chi-
na’s Silk Roads project, to invest more in multilateral organi-
sations by increasing the country’s contributions to their
respective budgets, and to consolidate China’s multi-faceted
diplomacy. Chinese diplomacy is consequently redoubling
its efforts to advance its agenda, bearing in mind that the
fight against COVID-19 is not only health-related, but also
political, economic and narrative-based. China’s goal is to
consolidate its presence in Europe as a ‘benevolent’ power
that supposedly offers effective and united solutions to the
COVID-19 crisis. The Chinese authorities’ ‘diplomacy of gen-
erosity’ now being deployed is also an attempt to restore
China’s image as a world leader in the health sector. One

aim is to make people forget China’s lack of responsiveness
and transparency in managing the pandemic. Another aim
is to test the European consensus, in order to raise ques-
tions about the weaknesses of European governance.
Since the pandemic’s outbreak in Europe, China has

launched large-scale health diplomacy. It has done this by
providing medical equipment (masks, respirators, and
screening tests) on both an inter-regional (China–EU) and
bilateral (China–Member States) basis. Nonetheless, the Chi-
nese health diplomacy deployed in delivering medical assis-
tance has focused more on fostering bilateral relations with
individual MSs than with the EU. This approach aims to inte-
grate medical assistance into a comprehensive yet vaguely
defined project called ‘Health Silk Road’ (HSR), which is a
health policy extension of the BRI (Lancaster et al., 2020).
These Silk Roads are less about involving regional organisa-
tions in their own right and more about including states on
an individual basis, thus giving China levers to destabilise
the European political front (see above).
Furthermore, as distinct from inter-regional relations, the

bilateral channel mobilises a significant number of public
and private actors at several levels. They include the Chinese
government, local Chinese embassies, twinned municipalities,
associations such as the Chinese Red Cross, state and private
companies such as the China Communications Construction
Company (CCCC), Huawei or ZTE involved in BRI projects,
and private foundations such as the Alibaba Foundation.
China has also organised a series of videoconferences on an
individual basis with governments and health experts, aimed
at sharing experiences on the fight against COVID-19. Signifi-
cantly, the first videoconference took place on 13 March with
the CEEC group, also including Greece and Malta (European
Think-tank Network on China (ETNC), 2020). As a result, Chi-
nese medical aid and its targeted media coverage are instru-
ments that China needs to succeed in maintaining its close
trade relations with certain EU MSs and to develop major
projects such as 5G communication networks. A further aim
is to create a political contrast, by highlighting the EU’s lack
of coordinated governance of medical assistance at the start
of the pandemic outbreak in Europe, as well as to encourage
neighbouring countries such as Serbia to vent their frustra-
tions about the EU (Vuksanovic, 2020).
In addition, by reviving this medical aspect of the BRI,

which has been overshadowed to date by major infrastruc-
ture projects, China hopes to offer a new direction for its
inter-regional mega-project against a global backdrop of
economic recession due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The
nature and scope of BRI activities will obviously be greatly
affected in the short to medium term. Chinese banks had
already started to reduce their lending to BRI projects, and
Chinese investment in Europe saw a sharp slowdown well
before the current crisis. The pandemic is only expected to
accelerate this trend, as it significantly affects manufacturing
activity, supply chains and the movement of goods. It has
also led to a drastic global decline in FDI volumes, due to a
major shift in corporate priorities as companies focus their
financial resources on rescuing their core activities (Fabry
and Bertolini, 2020).
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In this respect, the HSR could evolve into a new identity
for the BRI and a key extension for this project by becoming
an integral part of Chinese foreign policy. Similarly, the Chi-
nese authorities will consult collectively on the non-physical
aspects of BRI, such as the Digital Silk Road, as the increased
use of the digital tools already in place in China has been a
source of inspiration for other countries fighting COVID-19.
Nevertheless, China’s campaign public diplomacy and its
“generosity policy” are also sources of irritation regarding
China, for both the European institutions and some MSs. In
January 2020 for example, China received around 60 tonnes
of medical equipment from the EU,4. and European authori-
ties kept a low profile and avoided broad media coverage,
respecting a request from Beijing to remain discreet
(Popescu, 2020). Furthermore, several EU MSs, including
Spain, the Netherlands and the Czech Republic, rejected
medical equipment (test kits, medical masks, and ventilators)
made in China because it was defective or did not comply
with European standards.

China’s strategy is also guided by the desire to serve up
counter-narratives to criticisms of its regime. The roll-out of
China’s vast communications campaign aims not only to
stress how well the Chinese authorities are managing the
pandemic, but also to cast doubt on the origins of COVID-
19. In this context, the European External Action Service was
accused of caving in to the pressure exerted by China and
of minimising the Chinese government’s role in spreading
‘fake news’. After this incident, Germany confirmed that Chi-
nese diplomats had contacted German government leaders
to encourage them to speak positively about the way Bei-
jing is tackling the pandemic.

There is no doubt that the origins of COVID-19 and the
manner in which the pandemic has been handled by the
Chinese government have become international issues as
well as a cause of political and economic tension. The EU
has refrained from taking a tough stance on China, in spite
of the US government’s fierce criticism of China’s authorities
and the World Health Organization. However, the EU has
decided to set up an independent and transparent inquiry
into the origins of COVID-19 and the effectiveness of the
multilateral health response to this global pandemic. This
proposal, which was first launched by Australia and has
been rejected so far by China on the grounds that this an
act of “politicising” the pandemic and could result in eco-
nomic retaliation, was overtly supported by 27 MSs and
European institutions, in addition to many other countries
such as Russia, India, Indonesia, Turkey, Japan and Brazil. It
underlines how the COVID-19 crisis heightened the climate
of scepticism about Chinese practices.

In the face of China’s growing influence, US mercantilist
policies, as well as the COVID-19 health crisis and its nega-
tive effects on the European economy, the EU institutions
and the MSs seem to have woken up. They can now see
the serious dangers being posed to the European project’s
sustainability and to the project’s influence in the EU’s own
backyard. This has led to the adoption of several diplomatic
and economic measures. The EU has sought to reassure the
countries of the Western Balkans about their European

destiny and has handed them €3.3 billion of financial aid to
combat COVID-19. The European institutions are eager to
capitalise on a nascent sense of disappointment in the Bal-
kans about China (Kar"askov"a, 2020). The region’s countries
had expected China’s presence to have a greater impact on
employment and they hoped that China’s financial and
industrial commitments would be more substantial.
Furthermore, on 23 April the European Council agreed to

help the European project by creating a new fund. Aimed at
supporting Europe’s economic recovery, this fund is worth
more than one thousand billion euro. Another notable step
forward is the Franco-German alliance. It is trying to re-
establish itself as the central driving force of European inte-
gration, by proposing a recovery plan financed by common
debt between the MSs. This debt would be issued by the
EU and spent through the European budget. If the EU man-
ages to stay the course and to maintain its determination to
relaunch the European project through an alternative path
to its policy of austerity, it will have succeeded in transform-
ing negative external factors (COVID-19, Chinese pressure)
into a catalyst for EU integration. This would confirm a num-
ber of theory-based claims, whereby regional organisations
are shaped as much from within as by external actors and
factors (Santander, 2008; Santander and Vlassis, 2020). But
the question that remains is whether the EU will be able to
turn its new internal vigour into a stronger and more coher-
ent role in global affairs (Kauffmann, 2020).

Conclusions

The article has offered a multidimensional approach, com-
bining external and internal factors in order to highlight
how the practices of rival actors, such as Chinese expansion-
ism or US-China power struggle and the heterogeneity of
EU members states’ preferences operate together in shaping
EU external action. The picture that emerges through this
complementary multi-causal analysis sheds light on five key
points.
First, Chinese expansionism has shaken up the EU as well

as European trade policy’s scope and objectives, especially
since the process of European integration has been the tar-
get of destabilising strategies deployed by China. Although
interested in the EU’s single market, Chinese leaders find
the European system of governance and regional integration
less appealing. Beijing’s strategy towards the EU is less
about splintering the European institutions than it is about
controlling Europe’s collective influence.
Second, this strategy is creating internal divisions and

straining relations between MSs, as well as between them
and the European institutions. Beijing is attempting to
reshape regionalism on the European continent in line with
China’s strategic interests, by deploying its Silk Road project
there and focusing on those states most receptive to Chi-
nese proposals for infrastructure investment. Yet Beijing is
not seeking European disintegration. It simply wants to
influence European decision-making in its own interests.
This is especially important for China, because the European
single market remains a vital outlet at a time when China is
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facing a strategy to destabilise its power as well as direct
confrontation with the US.

Third, although apparently determined not to adopt a
position that favours China or the US in the trade clash
between the two powers, the EU is gradually seeking to build
a more collective response to Chinese penetration in Europe.
This response might simply involve being less naive. For the
EU, the challenge is made tougher by the fact that MSs have
always struggled to develop a shared analysis of issues and a
similar view of the world, or a common definition of Euro-
pean interests. However, as limited as they may be, changes
are now happening in the EU and its MSs. Both are adopting
a more realistic approach towards China. They no longer con-
sider China only as a partner with which they can develop
cooperation, but also as a strategic competitor or rival.

Fourth, the EU is aware of the European market’s impor-
tance for China, at a time when Chinese economic and
commercial interests are being undermined by the Sino–
American trade war. In this new dialogue with China, the EU
wants to clearly affirm the bloc’s preferences by offering
agreements designed to foster a review of the terms of their
relationship and thus to better rebalance it. One notable
avenue for rebalancing is the signature of a comprehensive
Euro–Chinese investment agreement.

Fifth, the COVID-19 global pandemic and China’s diplomacy
of ‘generosity’ have raised European awareness of the impact
of international industrial relocation as well as the EU’s over-
dependence on globalised value chains, and especially on
Chinese industry and production chains. Awareness is often
the first step towards change. The agreement reached by the
European Council on 23 April to set up a Recovery Fund could
be seen as a response to the crisis caused by the economic
recession that was triggered by the COVID-19. It may also be
interpreted as an answer to those in Europe who are ready to
fall for the songs of Chinese sirens. The EU is therefore begin-
ning to sow the seeds for its recovery and for a more bal-
anced relationship with China. However, the road for the EU
to assert itself as an autonomous, effective and coherent glo-
bal actor will be long and difficult.

Notes
1.. The data that support the findings of this study are available from

the corresponding author upon reasonable request. Bulgaria, Czech
Republic, Estonia, Croatia, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Poland, Roma-
nia, Slovakia and Slovenia.

2.. Albania, North Macedonia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Montenegro and Ser-
bia (Kosovo is not part of this).

3.. The article has been written before the results of the 2020 US presi-
dential election were known.

4.. The medical aid was provided by France, Germany, Italy, Austria, Lat-
via, Estonia, the Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovenia through the
EU Civil Protection Mechanism.
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