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CHAPTER1

The Renationalization of European
Defense Cooperation

Daniel Keohane

European governments need to cooperate on defense matters. Orthodoxy
holds that this cooperation should be directed by NATO and the EU. In fact
it is national governments that are driving European defense cooperation,
and they are doing so in a variety of ways. Their methods include bilateral,
regional and ad hoc arrangements, as well as working through the Brussels-
based institutions. The success of European defense cooperation, therefore,
will depend on the convergence or divergence of national policies.

German, British and French frigates are escorting the French aircraft carrier Charles de Gaulle as
part of the coalition against the ‘Islamic State’,18 January 2016.



Europeans face a complex confluence
of security crises, which may further
overlap and intensify during 2016.
These include an unstable Ukraine
and an unpredictable Russia; a fifth
year of war in Syria, which has gen-
erated extensive refugee flows into the
European Union; the emergence of
ISIS in Syria and Iraq, which has cre-
ated a new terrorist threat within the
EU; and state failure in Libya, where
ISIS-aligned militants are increasingly
active and large numbers of migrants
and refugees have passed through on
their way to Europe.

Aside from their complexity, one key
new dimension of this set of security
challenges is that Europeans now have
to defend their territories and manage
external crises simultaneously. An-
other important aspect is that the lines
between internal and external security
are increasingly blurred.

Against this backdrop, the EU is
expected to adopt a new ‘global
strategy’ at a summit in June 2016,
which will set out priorities and guide-
lines for EU foreign, security and de-
fense policies. A few weeks later the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization
will hold a summit in Warsaw, where
its members will discuss the Alliance’s
role in coping with Russian aggression
in Eastern Europe and disorder across

the Middle East.
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These institutional processes are ex-
tremely important for European de-
fense cooperation, since European
governments need to cooperate with
each other. But European defense co-
operation will be driven more by the
coming together of national priorities
than by the efforts of institutions such
as the EU and NATO. European secu-
rity and defense cooperation will con-
tinue, but it will be mainly bottom-
up — led by the national governments
— not top-down, meaning directed
and organized by the institutions in
Brussels.

Furthermore, the ‘Big 3’ — France,
Germany and the UK — aim at sub-
stantially higher levels of defense
ambition, whereas other European
governments are forced to prioritize.
And sometimes national priorities
diverge decisively. This poses tre-
mendous challenges for European
defense cooperation, but it may also
provide a framework for more fruitful
cooperation.

National governments retake center
stage

The EU and NATO should and will
continue to encourage deeper Euro-
pean cooperation, not only to help
avoid excessive fragmentation or du-
plication of European collaborative
efforts, but also to coordinate and
support disparate national policies.
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However, European defense coopera-
tion is increasingly driven by the com-
ing together of national defense poli-
cies in various different ways rather
than by the efforts of European or
trans-Atlantic institutions alone.

Institutional orthodoxy

Considering the range of security
crises that Europeans face, the case
for deeper European military coop-
eration is strong. For one, there has
been mounting ambiguity over the
role of the United States across the
EU’s neighborhood, although there is
currently an intense debate in the US
about increasing the American mili-
tary presence in Europe and the Mid-
dle East. The Obama administration
announced in February 2016 that it
plans to quadruple its military spend-
ing in Europe, and to increase the
budget for its anti-ISIS campaign by
50 percent. Even so, the US appears
unwilling to manage all the crises
across Europe’s neighborhood, mean-
ing Europeans may sometimes have to
respond without American leadership
or assistance.

For another, no single European coun-
try has the military resources to cope
with all the crises alone. European de-
fense budgets have been cut consider-
ably since the onset of the economic
crisis in 2008. According to the most
recent figures from the FEuropean

Defense Agency (EDA), national de-
fense budgets in the EU decreased by
around 15 percent between 2006 and
2013. The good news is that in early
2016 (in his Annual Report 2015) the
NATO Secretary-General announced
that the decline in European defense
spending has now stopped.

Institutional orthodoxy in the EU
and NATO holds that reduced na-
tional defense budgets, especially for
equipment, should surely spur more
cross-border  collaboration.  Euro-
pean armed forces have a number
of capability shortfalls, such as intel-
ligence, surveillance and reconnais-
sance equipment, and the cost of ad-
vanced equipment typically rises by
around 5 percent a year. This message
has not reached the national capitals.
Between 2006 and 2011 EU gov-
ernments spent around 20 percent
of their equipment budgets on pan-
European collaboration each year —
by 2013 this figure had fallen below
16 percent, according to the EDA.
Just over 2 percent of the combined
defense spending of EU governments
is spent on European collaborative
equipment procurement.

Similarly, European governments
have become less willing to send sol-
diers abroad for peacekeeping opera-
tions, and more selective about which

missions they participate in. The
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average number of soldiers EU gov-
ernments sent abroad fell from about
83,000 in 2006 to just over 58,000 in
2013. All the European members of
NATO contributed to its operations
in Afghanistan during the 2000s, but
less than half participated in NATO’s
2011 military intervention in Lib-
ya. The EU has deployed around 30
peace operations since 2003, but 24 of
these were initiated before 2009, and
the pace and size of new missions has
dropped considerably since then. In
addition, Europeans accounted for less
than 7 percent of the 90,000 United
Nations (UN) peacekeepers deployed
during 2015.

It is true that NATO’s central role in
European territorial defense has been
reinvigorated since 2014 by Russia’s
aggression in Ukraine. Conventional
deterrence is back in Europe, as a core
task for European governments. But
so far even these efforts have remained
relatively modest. With a strength of
only 5,000, the headline NATO for-
mation for responding to Russian re-
visionism in Eastern Europe, the mul-
tinational Very High Readiness Joint
Task Force (VJTF, within the broader
NATO Response Force) prompts ques-
tions about its usefulness in some mili-
tary scenarios. According to a 2016
RAND wargaming study, the longest
it would take Russian military forces
to reach the Estonian and/or Latvian
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capitals of Tallinn and Riga would be
60 hours.

Regional clusters, bilateralism & ad
hoc coalitions

However, even if the EU and NATO
are struggling to encourage much
deeper collaboration between their
members, it would be wrong to think
that there is no progress on European
defense cooperation. For example, ac-
cording to a June 2015 analysis from
the European Union Institute for Se-
curity Studies (EUISS), in early 2015
there were nearly 400 ongoing military
cooperation projects in Europe. These
include initiatives such the European
Air Transport Command in the Neth-
erlands, which manages the missions
of almost 200 tanker and transport
aircraft from seven countries, and the
Heavy Airlift Wing based in Hun-
gary, which has helped 11 European
countries procure and operate a fleet
of C-17 transport planes.

Some countries are also working
more closely in regional formats,
such as Baltic, Nordic and Visegrad
cooperation. And a number of Euro-
pean governments are pursuing deep-
er bilateral cooperation, including
integration of parts of their armed
forces in some cases. Examples in-
clude Franco-British, Belgian-Dutch,
German-Dutch, Polish-German and
Finnish-Swedish initiatives, amongst
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NATO and Russia: Projections of Power

Designated VJTF reception facilities, selected NATO and Russian exercises in 2014/15, and
selected Russian A2/AD capabilities
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others. A few European governments,
such as France, Spain and the United
Kingdom, are also deepening their bi-
lateral cooperation with the US.

Cooperation on operations has also
become more ad hoc in recent years.
The 2011 military intervention in Lib-
ya began as a set of national operations
(run by France, the UK and the US)
that were later transferred to NATO
command. France intervened alone
in Mali and the Central African Re-
public during 2013 (with some equip-
ment assistance from allies like the
US), both of which were followed by
(small) EU capacity-building missions
and UN peacekeeping operations.
And the current coalition bombing
ISIS in Syria and Iraq is exactly that: a
coalition of the willing. Furthermore,
the UK and Germany only stepped up
their contributions to the anti-ISIS co-
alition following the November 2015
terrorist attacks in Paris. At the time
of writing, another coalition of four
countries — Britain, France, Italy and
the US — was considering intervening
in Libya to attack ISIS-aligned mili-
tants there.

Renationalizing cooperation

European governments are increas-
ingly picking and choosing which
forms of military cooperation they
wish to pursue, depending on the ca-
pability project or operation at hand.
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Sometimes they act through NATO
and/or the EU, but almost all Euro-
pean governments are using other for-
mats as well, whether regional, bilat-
eral or ad hoc coalitions of the willing.
The combination of more complex
security crises and reduced resources
has meant that European govern-
ments are more focused on their core
national interests than before, and
both more targeted and flexible on
how they wish to cooperate.

In many ways this renationalization of
European defense cooperation is not
new. As the aforementioned EUISS
analysis put it, European defense col-
laboration is going ‘back to the fu-
ture’, in that most major collabora-
tive projects initiated from the 1960s
to the 1990s — such as Eurofighter
jets, A400M transporters and the
Eurocorps — were ad hoc inter-gov-
ernmental projects. The difference
today is that more European defense
cooperation is needed because Eu-
ropeans face a wider range of com-
plex threats and have significantly
reduced resources for their defense.
National priorities are driving Eu-
ropean defense cooperation, which
is why analyzing disparate national
policies helps to understand the po-
tential for greater convergence or
divergence of those policies, and the
prospects for deeper European de-
fense cooperation.
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The ‘Big 3’, Italy and Poland

This section shows the diversity of na-
tional defense policies in Europe, by
surveying five countries — the United
Kingdom, France, Germany, Italy and
Poland. These five were selected based
on their size (strength of armed forces,
defense budgets and percentage of
GDP spent on defense), membership
of both the EU and NATO, and geo-
strategic priorities. Other major Euro-
pean countries — such as Spain, Tur-
key, the Netherlands, Romania and
Sweden — are beyond the scope of this
chapter, but they are no less important
for European defense due to this. For
each of the five countries surveyed, the
basic outlines of their geostrategic and
operational priorities, institutional
preferences, and main capability in-
vestments are considered.

It becomes clear that the ‘Big 3’ are
increasingly ambitious and aim to
cover the full spectrum of military
tasks, although there are some differ-
ences between them over geostrategic
priorities, institutional preferences
and willingness to contribute to some
types of operations. All the others,
basically, have to pick and choose,
and their choices are dramatically di-
verse: Whereas Poland is looking east,
Italy is focused almost exclusively on
the south. While clear in their pri-
orities, the relative narrowness of out-

looks of most European governments

compared to the ‘Big 3’ can strain the
institutional frameworks for coopera-
tion, whether NATO or the EU.

The United Kingdom — towards
Sfull-spectrum and global

In November 2015, the UK pub-
lished a new security and defense re-
view. In recent years, some NATO al-
lies and international security experts
criticized the UK for not contributing
as much as it could towards tackling
the growing number of crises in and
around Europe. Having been long-
considered Europe’s leading military
power (alongside France), the image
of Britain as a declining military pow-
er had taken hold in some expert and
political circles, both domestically
and internationally. In many respects,
the 2015 UK defense review carried
out by the Conservative government
is a response to these criticisms.

The previous review, carried out in
2010, was inspired more by fiscal
austerity than by strategic concerns:
The economic crisis had caused the
government budget deficit to quad-
ruple between 2007 and 2009. The
defense budget was slashed by 8 per-
cent in the five years after 2010, and
the army was reduced to its lowest
manpower level since the Napoleonic
era. The 2015 version is more coher-
ent and ambitious. For example, the
2010 review considered a large-scale
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military attack by other states to be
a “low probability”. Because of inter-
vening Russian aggression in Eastern
Europe (alongside other crises and the
rise of the Islamic State) since 2010,
Britain should now aim to simulta-
neously deter state-based threats and
tackle non-state challenges.

Despite the urgent security crises in
Europe’s immediate neighborhood,
the 2015 review emphasizes that
Britain should keep a global outlook
and develop closer military ties with
partners in the Asia-Pacific, the Gulf
and Africa. Alliances are also heavily
underlined in the 2015 review, with a
strong emphasis on working through
NATO, which the UK considers to be
the bedrock of its national defense.
The UK intends to remain “NATO’s
strongest military power in Europe”,
and will continue to contribute to the
Atlantic Alliance’s defensive efforts in
Eastern Europe, such as Baltic air po-
licing and military exercises.

In addition, the UK intends to deepen
its bilateral cooperation with three key
allies in particular: the United States,
France and Germany. Later this year,
for example, a French general will
become second-in-command of one
of the British army’s two frontline
divisions, as part of a permanent ex-
change of military officers that under-
pins deepening Anglo-French military
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cooperation. A section on security
cooperation through the EU comes
after those covering NATO and bi-
lateral collaboration, stating that the
EU has “a range of capabilities to
build security and respond to threats,
which can be complementary to those
of NATO”. London would also like
the EU and NATO to work together
more effectively in tackling security
challenges, such as countering hybrid
threats.

For military tasks the review high-
lights two aspects in particular. One
is the ongoing need for strong deter-
rence capabilities, represented by the
continuation of the Trident nuclear
program (some members of the main
opposition party, Labour, question
its usefulness). Another aspect is to
be able to respond quickly and ro-
bustly to a variety of international
security crises, meaning to be able to
deploy externally rapid strike capa-
bilities, ranging from special forces to
aircraft carrier groups. Longer-term
Afghanistan-style counter-insurgen-
cy deployments, which had charac-
terized British military operations in
the 2000s, are no longer viewed as an
operational priority. Instead, project-
ing military power globally quickly
(‘in and out’) and acting robustly
will be the main operational prior-
ity, alongside a greater emphasis on
deterrence.
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This fuller-spectrum  strategic ap-
proach will require resources. London
intends to increase defense expendi-
ture by around 5 percent by 2020
and promises to meet the NATO tar-
get of spending at least 2 percent of
GDP on defense over the same pe-
riod. Furthermore, Britain will invest
GBP 178 billion (USD 262 billion)
in military equipment over the com-
ing decade, an increase of GBP 12
billion (USD 18 billion). That money
will be spent both on preplanned pro-
jects, such as maintaining the Trident
nuclear deterrent and developing two
new aircraft carriers, and on ways to
fill some capability gaps that resulted
from the austerity-driven 2010 review
(such as maritime patrol aircraft and
new combat ships and armored vehi-
cles). Plus, almost 2,000 additional in-
telligence officers will be recruited to
track terrorists and cyberthreats.

This renewed level of British military
ambition is important for NATO, as
the UK is the largest European de-
fense spender in the Atlantic Alliance.
Following recent grumbling by some
NATO allies, especially Washington,
about Britain’s declining military will-
ingness and ability, the main political
message that emerges from the 2015
defense review is that Britain is back as
a serious military power. Whether this
proves to be the case in practice re-
mains to be seen, as unforeseen events

may expose glaring capability gaps or
budgetary difficulties may hamper
some equipment projects. But the in-
tention is clear.

The 2015 UK defense review is an
ambitious defense plan by European
standards, but the threat of a British
exit from the EU (known as ‘Brexit’)
hangs over British strategic ambitions.
The UK government has to hold a ref-
erendum on its EU membership by
the end of 2017, announced for 23
June 2016. Opinion polls in the UK
currently show supporters and oppo-
nents of a Brexit in a dead heat. In the
worst-case scenario, the UK outside
of the EU would probably remain a
significant military power (depending
on the economic fallout), and both a
member of NATO and a permanent
member of the UN Security Council.
But a Brexit would diminish the UK’s
standing as a diplomatic player since
it would lose influence in Europe,
no longer having a say over the EU’s
socio-economic, security, defense or
foreign policies.

France — global outlook, regional
priorities

The main parameters of French de-
fense policy were set out in a White
Book published in 2013, which main-
tained a considerable level of strategic
and operational ambition relative to
most other European governments,

17



despite its announcement of cuts
to French defense spending (from
around 1.9 percent to 1.76 percent of
GDP) and personnel (24,000). Guar-
anteeing European and North Atlan-
tic security is considered the second
strategic priority (after protecting na-
tional territory). Paris has responded
to intervening Russian aggression in
Ukraine by sending an armored task
force to Poland, increasing maritime
patrols in the Baltic Sea, and cancel-
ling the planned sale of Mistral am-
phibious assault ships to Russia.

Beyond Europe, French geostrategic
priorities were narrowed in the 2013
White Book, prioritizing Africa (main-
ly North Africa and the Sahel) and the
Middle East from the broader “arc of
instability” — stretching across Africa,
the Middle East, the Indian Ocean and
Central Asia — highlighted in the pre-
vious 2008 version. The Indian Ocean
was underlined as the next geostrate-
gic priority, while highlighting the
potential for strategic trouble in East
and South-East Asia. In other words,
France intends to be a “European pow-
er with global reach”, continuing to
strengthen military ties with a number
of partners in the Gulf and the wider
Indo-Pacific, even if it should prioritize
security challenges to Europe’s south.

Following the November 2015 terror-
ist attacks in Paris, French President

18

STRATEGIC TRENDS 2016

Hollande declared that France is “at
war” with ISIS, meaning that the
geostrategic focus on the Middle
East, North Africa and the Sahel has
been reinforced. This seems unlikely
to change during 2016, but it does
put added strain on French defense
resources, given increased domestic
deployments of French forces and
the intensified bombing campaign
against ISIS in Syria and Iraq (with
perhaps another front to be opened
in Libya). Plus, France has been the
most internationally militarily active
European country over the last five
years. Alongside intervening in Libya
and Cote d’Ivoire in 2011, Mali in
2013, and the Central African Re-
public (CAR) in 2013/14, France has
kept 3,000 soldiers in West Africa
(stationed in Nigeria, Niger, Chad
and Burkina Faso) and sent its aircraft
carrier, the ‘Charles de Gaulle’, to the
Persian Gulf.

As a result the French asked their
EU partners to support their anti-
ISIS operation and/or relieve French
forces elsewhere, such as in Mali or
Lebanon. Both Germany (in a sup-
port role) and the UK have joined the
anti-ISIS bombing campaign in Syria,
while (at the time of writing) some
other EU partners have indicated that
they will send peacekeepers to relieve
French forces elsewhere. However, in-
creased domestic and Middle Eastern
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Europe’s turbulent southern neighborhood

Country experiencing conflict in 2015
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commitments may reduce France’s
ability to contribute substantially to
defending NATO territory in Eastern
Europe. For example, some 10,000
soldiers have been deployed domesti-
cally during 2015 to protect sensitive
targets.

The French invocation of the EU’s
mutual assistance clause (article 42.7)
in November 2015 also highlights
France’s long-standing commitment
to a stronger EU defense policy, es-
pecially among French Socialists,
which form the current government.
The 2013 White Book, for example,
mentioned the utility of an EU White
Paper on defense policy. But for
Paris, EU defense should remain an

inter-governmental endeavor, which
is why it activated article 42.7 and
not article 222 (the solidarity clause)
which foresees a strong role for EU
institutions.

An  additional
(amongst others) to act via the EU,
rather than invoking NATO’s article
V, was to keep open the option of

practical  reason

working with Russia against ISIS in
Syria. But as their national interven-
tions in Mali and CAR showed, the
French do not assume that other Eu-
ropean governments will always sup-
port their military activities, and Paris
is prepared to act alone if necessary.
In fact, the most supportive NATO
ally of French military actions in
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recent years has been the US (which,
for instance, provided aerial refueling
and troop transportation for the Mali
intervention).

France also announced during 2015
(after the January ‘Charlie Hebdo’
terrorist attacks in Paris) that the
French defense budget would rise by
EUR 3.9 billion from 2016-2019, re-
sulting in a 4 percent increase in real
terms, and keeping French spending
at around 1.8 percent of GDP up to
2019. France is spending this money
on maintaining its nuclear deterrent
(which consumes 12 percent of the
French defense budget), and on devel-
oping a variety of capabilities to ensure
it can continue to project armed force
abroad, but with a greater emphasis
on intelligence-gathering and rapid re-
sponse. The overall numbers of fighter
jets, tanks and ships (to a lesser degree)
are being cut, but some of those capa-
bilities are being replaced with more
advanced models — and are being sup-
plemented with more drones, satel-
lites, transport planes, guided missiles
and special forces.

Germany — the European pivot

Germany is currently undergoing a de-
fense White Book process that should
conclude during the summer of 2016.
A set of defense policy guidelines were
published by the German defense
ministry in 2011, which focused on
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broadly defined generic threats (rath-
er than country-specific ones) such
as failing states, international terror-
ism, cyber-security and the spread
of weapons of mass destruction. It
also emphasized the importance of
multilateral frameworks, such as the
UN and the EU, adding that NATO
is the centerpiece of German defense
efforts.

Germany’s non-participation in the
2011 NATO bombing campaign in
Libya (and its abstention from the
UNSC vote on the same) had a nega-
tive impact on Berlin’s relationship
with its closest allies. Moreover, Ger-
many’s unwillingness to take on com-
bat roles in Mali in 2013 and CAR in
2014 — although it did send trainers
and other support assets — fed into
an image of a country that was happy
to let other Europeans shoulder the
heavier military burdens. In early
2014, speeches by the German presi-
dent, foreign minister and defense
minister all underlined that Germany
should be prepared to take on more
responsibility for international secu-
rity, including with military means.

In response to the Russian annexa-
tion of Crimea in March 2014, Ger-
many not only led European diplo-
matic undertakings such as placing
EU economic sanctions on Russia,
but also pledged to reinforce rotating
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air-policing capacities in the Baltic
States, sent a vessel to the NATO na-
val task force in the Baltic Sea, and
doubled its presence in NATO’s Mul-
tinational Corps Northeast headquar-
ters in Szczecin, Poland. In addition,
Germany has integrated its land forces
into NATO’s military exercises scheme
to strengthen its troop presence in
Eastern Europe. All this is intended to
demonstrate Germany’s firm commit-
ment to NATO’s defense and assur-
ing Eastern allies, as well as deterring
Russia.

However, in some respects this is not
new. West Germany played a crucial
front-line role in NATO’s territo-
rial defense during the Cold War. In
this sense, there could be a danger
that Berlin is now comfortably going
back to the future, focusing mainly on
NATO?s territorial defense rather than
developing a more responsible full-
spectrum role in international security.

Yet, the consequences of the Novem-
ber 2015 Paris attacks may influence
the 2016 White Book debate on Ger-
many’s participation in external op-
erations. Berlin moved quickly to get
parliamentary approval to send recon-
naissance and tanker aircraft as well
as a frigate to support the intensified
French and allied anti-ISIS bombing
campaign in Syria. While this is not
a full-blown combat role, it amounts

to much more than Germany’s previ-
ous rather modest support efforts to
French-led combat operations in Mali
and CAR.

Part of the reason for Germany’s
relatively rapid response to French
requests for help in fighting ISIS
was not only to show solidarity with
France, but also to demonstrate its
commitment to EU defense policy
(alongside its firm commitment to
NATO). Although not an EU opera-
tion, France formally asked for Euro-
pean support in fighting ISIS via arti-
cle 42.7, the mutual assistance clause,
of the EU treaties. Furthermore, the
current German government, a grand
coalition of Christian Democrats and
Social Democrats, is rhetorically com-
mitted to the future establishment of
a European army. Whether or not
such an army ever comes into be-
ing, European cooperation is central
to Germany’s worldview and strategy
for coping with international security
challenges — as stated in Germany’s
2014 foreign policy review.

European military cooperation — in-
deed integration —is also important for
Germany from a more practical view-
point. Although Germany is boost-
ing its defense spending by around
6 percent by 2019, there remain a
number of capability gaps and short-
ages, especially adequate numbers of
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usable aircraft (as highlighted in the
2016 German defense ombudsman
report). In January 2016, the Ger-
man Defense Minister announced a
plan to invest some EUR 130 billion
in defense equipment by 2030. Berlin
also strongly pushes for more pooling
and sharing of (mostly European) ca-
pability efforts, having proposed the
‘Framework Nations Concept for
deeper capability development within
NATO since 2013. Germany is put-
ting its rhetoric into practice by inte-
grating a Dutch mechanized brigade
in the German 1st Armored Division,
placing a German battalion under a
Polish brigade, and investigating ways
to further develop the Franco-German

brigade.

Italy — looking southwards

Italy is the largest defense spender, by
some distance — after Britain, France
and Germany — of the remaining Eu-
ropean members of NATO (and the
EU), and has been an active contribu-
tor to NATO, UN and EU operations
over the last 20 years. In 2015, Italy
produced a new defense White Paper,
replacing a White Book published in
2002. The 2015 White Paper is im-
portant for a number of reasons, since
it lays out Italy’s strategic vision, op-
erational priorities and spending in-
tentions. In particular, the center-left
government elected in 2014, led by
Matteo Renzi, has been keen to show
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its reformist credentials, including on
defense policy. The document assigns
a central role to an interest-based ap-
proach to international security, and
is unambiguous about the need to use
military force, including for deter-
rence purposes.

Traditionally, Italy has been strongly
committed both to NATO solidarity
and European integration. The 2015
White Paper places both the EU and
NATO on an equal footing for Italy’s
contribution to international security.
Moreover, NATO’s role is primarily
defined in defensive and deterrence
terms, both for the defense of nation-
al territory and Europe as a whole.
The EU is presented as important for
Italy in two ways. First, Italy intends
to pursue cooperation on capability
development more vigorously with
other European allies, and the EU
— specifically the European Defense
Agency — is a vital conduit for such
cooperation.

Second, working through the EU is
also important for carrying out ex-
ternal operations, since EU defense
policy forms part of broader EU for-
eign policy and mainly performs out-
of-area missions. As a result, Italy, like
Germany, is more relaxed than some
other Europeans about discussing
shared European sovereignty on de-
fense matters, such as a stronger role
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for the European Commission in de-
fense market and research issues.

Italy’s economic difficulties in recent
years, coupled with more austere gov-
ernment budgets, has meant that fewer
resources are available for Italy’s nation-
al defense effort. Italian defense spend-
ing as a percentage of GDP fell from
1.3 percent in 2011 to 1 percent in
2015 (according to NATO estimates).
The 2015 White Paper, therefore, is
very clear on what Italy’s strategic and
operational priorities should be. In
particular, the ‘Euro-Mediterranean’
region is highlighted as its primary geo-
strategic focus. This region is conceived
in broad terms, covering the EU, the
Balkans, the Maghreb, the Middle East
and the Black Sea. But it is clear that
Italy, which had previously sent troops
as far afield as NATO’s mission in Af-
ghanistan, will now primarily worry
about its immediate neighborhood.

This is probably not surprising, given
the turbulence that has affected some
of these regions in recent years, espe-
cially North Africa and the Middle
East. Turmoil in Libya, for example,
has greatly contributed to the large
numbers of migrants being smuggled
across the Mediterranean to Italy. In-
terestingly, Italy does not only intend
to contribute to international coali-
tions (whether NATO, UN or EU) in
this Euro-Mediterranean space. It is

also prepared to lead high-intensity
full-spectrum crisis management mis-
sions across this region.

In other words, even if the geostrate-
gic priority for Italian defense policy
is narrower than for other large Euro-
pean powers, its external operational
ambitions remain relatively robust.
As three Italian analysts described it
in a December 2015 RUSI Journal
article, Italy intends to be a “regional
full-spectrum” military power. At the
time of writing, it seemed that Libya
may become the first stern test of the
approach outlined in the 2015 White
Paper, as an Italian military inter-
vention (probably in coalition with
France, the UK and the US) may be
required to fight ISIS-aligned Islamist
militants in that country.

Poland — looking eastwards

Poland’s geostrategic and operational
approach contrasts quite markedly
with Italy’s. For one, Poland is primar-
ily geographically focused on Eastern
Europe. For another, its operational
priority is to improve both national
and NATO’s defensive efforts, rather
than contributing to robust external
missions. Poland for example did not
participate in NATO’s air bombing
campaign in Libya in 2011. The Rus-
sian annexation of Crimea in 2014,
following the war between Russia and
Georgia in 2008, strongly reinforced
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Selected military capabilities
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United Kingdom 56.2 154,700 18,724 * 227 254 19 10
France 46.8 208,950 18,326 * 200 281 23 10
Germany 36.7 178,600 2,645* 306 235 15 5
Italy 21.6 174,500 2,853* 160 244 19 6
Poland 10.3 99,300 525* 97N 98 2 5

* not including navy missions

Source: 1SS Military Balance 2016

a perception in Poland that Warsaw
must invest more in its national de-
fense, including through NATO.

In November 2014, Poland published
a national security strategy which
makes this defensive focus clear. It
stated that “Poland concentrates its
strategic efforts principally on ensur-
ing the security of its own citizens and
territory, on supporting the defense
of allied states...and, afterwards, on
participating in responses to threats
occurring outside the allied territory”.
The national security strategy added
that, in line with these strategic pri-
orities, “Poland will focus on meas-
ures supposed to consolidate NATO’s
defensive function, including strategic
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strengthening of the eastern flank of

the Alliance”.

Poland also wishes to enhance EU ef-
forts in security, in order for “the Un-
ion to have adequate security capaci-
ties at its disposal, including defense
ones”. In other words, Poland favors
a stronger EU defense policy, if it can
contribute to Poland’s defensive ef-
forts. In addition, the document says
that Poland wants to deepen its bi-
lateral military cooperation with the
United States, and “will strive for the
broadest possible military presence of
the US in Europe, including Poland”.

Since 2014, Poland has pushed hard
for NATO allies to beef up their
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military presence in Poland, through
exercises and at the Multinational
Corps Northeast headquarters in
Szczecin, and to implement NATO’s
Readiness Action Plan more quickly.
Like its predecessor, the new conserva-
tive government elected in September
2015 would like NATO allies to in-
stall permanent military bases on Pol-
ish territory. To help convince more
skeptical southern NATO members,
who are focused on Middle Eastern
disorder, Warshaw signalled in Febru-
ary 2016 that it would be willing to
increase its military involvement in
the Middle East. That same govern-
ment will host a NATO summit in
July 2016 in Warsaw.

Poland is also putting its money where
its mouth is on national defense. Ac-
cording to NATO estimates, Poland
met the Alliance’s agreement to com-
mit 2 percent of GDP to defense ex-
penditure for the first time in 2015 (as
did only three other European mem-
bers of NATO — Estonia, Greece and
the UK). In 2001 Poland passed a law
committing the government to spend
at least 1.95 percent of GDP on de-
fense each year, and during 2015 the
previous government modified this
law, increasing defense spending to
at least 2 percent of GDP. The new
government has promised to consider
raising this percentage further, hav-
ing suggested during its pre-election

campaign that Poland should spend
as much as 2.5 percent of GDP on
defense.

The Polish defense minister would
also like to increase the size of the Pol-
ish army, starting with creating three
new brigades for territorial defense on
its eastern border. Prior to the election
of the new government, Poland was
already implementing an ambitious
national military modernization plan,
having committed itself to spending
around USD 37 billion on military
modernization by 2025. This money
will be spent on upgrading armored
and mechanized forces, anti-seaborne
threat systems, new helicopters, air
and anti-missile defense systems, sub-
marines, and drones.

Outlook: convergence and
divergence

In many respects there are increas-
ingly common views among Euro-
pean governments on a number of
security challenges. Practically all Eu-
ropean governments care about the
threats concerning terrorism, cyber-
security, organized crime, the spread
of weapons of mass destruction and
state failure. And all agree in principle
on the need to work together on de-
veloping costly military capabilities,
with many investigating closer forms
of military integration, not only co-
operation with other countries.
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But in some aspects there remain ma-
jor differences among national defense
policies, especially on geostrategic pri-
orities. Only France and the UK re-
tain a truly global outlook, although
France is clearer that its priorities are
Europe, Africa and the Middle East.
Germany and Poland prioritize Euro-
pean security, especially the challenge
of Russia, while Italy is more focused
on North Africa and the Middle East.
In a similar vein, only France and the
UK, and to a lesser extent Germany;,
can simultaneously aim to perform a
wide range of territorial defense and
foreign intervention tasks. Other Eu-
ropeans have to be choosier for a mix
of geostrategic, political and budget-
ary reasons.

A Tale of Three Cities — Berlin, London
and Paris

France, Germany and the UK collec-
tively account for almost two thirds
of EU defense spending, and just
over 60 percent of defense expendi-
ture by European NATO members.
This means that their national defense
policies have an enormous impact on
European defense as a whole. There
are a number of similarities in their
approaches, alongside many clearly-
identified shared interests. Each coun-
try is aiming to be as full-spectrum as
possible, maintaining the ability to
both adequately defend territory and
deploy abroad.
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Each of them has also promised to
increase defense spending in the
coming years, reflecting the difficult
confluence of security crises that Eu-
rope faces today. All three have made
important contributions to NATO’s
reassurance measures to allies in East-
ern Europe, such as participating in
Baltic air policing. And all three have
deployed forces to help fight ISIS and
other Islamists in Africa and the Mid-
dle East, such as in Mali.

But there are some important dif-
ferences between these three Euro-
pean heavyweights, too. Britain and
France, for instance, are nuclear-
armed powers and permanent mem-
bers of the UN Security Council
(UNSC), whereas Germany has no
nuclear weapons (nor any intention
of acquiring them) and is not a per-

manent UNSC member.

Britain and France are also much more
experienced and more willing to carry
out robust external military interven-
tions, whereas Germany, up to now,
has been more hesitant, preferring
post-conflict peacekeeping and state-
building efforts. France and Germany
are relatively comfortable acting mili-
tarily through the EU, and support a
stronger EU defense policy (alongside
NATO) — although Berlin is more re-
laxed than Paris about sharing sover-
eignty on defense matters — whereas
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Britain strongly prefers to act militarily
through NATO or other formats.

There are reasons to think that there
may be some more convergence be-
tween Franco-British-German defense
policies during 2016 and beyond. Fol-
lowing the terrorist attacks in Paris in
November 2015, France stepped up
its military operations against ISIS in
Iraq and Syria, the UK joined in the
bombing campaign in Syria (it al-
ready participated in Iraq), and Ger-
many beefed up its support effort to
the anti-ISIS coalition beyond sending
weapons to the Kurdish Peshmerga,
by sending a frigate and reconnais-
sance and tanker aircraft to support
French bombing sorties. Additionally,
all three will continue to contribute
towards NATO’s defensive efforts in
Eastern Europe. But there is poten-
tial for some divergences as well, for
example between the UK and France-
Germany on EU defense policy, or
between Germany and Britain-France
on burden-sharing in the Middle East
and Africa.

Prioritization tests for the rest

Due to a mix of security priorities, low-
er levels of resources for defense and
smaller size, Italy and Poland — and
other European governments — face a
different set of challenges to those of
the ‘Big 3’. On the one hand, they are

more dependent on cooperation with

other countries, including through
NATO and the EU. On the other,
in comparison to the more power-
ful countries, they have to prioritize
more narrowly where to direct their
defense efforts, both geostrategically
and operationally.

Many of these countries, like Italy
and Poland, have produced new na-
tional security strategies or defense
plans in recent years, and most are
mainly concerned about instability
in their immediate neighborhoods.
However, there are some divergences
in their geostrategic and operational
priorities as well as their levels of de-
fense spending.

For example, some like Italy are
more focused on the Middle East
and North Africa, others like Poland
are focused on Russia and events in
Ukraine. Similarly, a number are in-
creasingly investing in territorial de-
fense capabilities, while some others
are more concerned about projecting
force abroad. At the same time, stra-
tegic signals (even if only symbolic
in some cases) such as Spain leading
NATO’s Spearhead Force for deter-
ring Russia (the VJTF) or Poland in-
dicating a willingness to boost its mil-
itary engagement in the Middle East,
do offer encouragement for improv-
ing the overall coherence of European
defense cooperation.
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Capitalizing on convergences, managing
divergences

The effectiveness of European defense
cooperation will depend to a large ex-
tent on the ability of Britain, France
and Germany to not only agree, but
to also convince other European gov-
ernments to support their approach-
es. Germany, as the largest and most
powerful EU country, will play a piv-
otal role in coordinating European de-
fense cooperation efforts, if it is able to
“lead from the center” (to quote Ger-
man Defense Minister von der Leyen).
Germany shares much of the outlook
and ambition of the UK and France,
but with more constraints, which in
turn gives Berlin a good understand-
ing of the limits of other Europeans.

As much as the orthodox model of Eu-
ropean defense cooperation — the in-
stitutionalized, top-down approach of
the EU and NATO - has struggled, the
current security crises and concomitant
need for cooperation could contain
the nucleus for future progress. The
renationalization of European defense
cooperation can lead to stronger Eu-
ropean defense, including through the
EU and NATO, if European govern-
ments capitalize on the convergences
and manage the divergences of their
disparate national defense policies.
In turn, the EU and NATO should
continue to help coordinate national
policies and encourage cooperative
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projects, and treat the renationaliza-
tion of European defense cooperation
as an opportunity to reinvigorate their
institutional efforts. ®



