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Tara Varma

European Strategic
Autonomy: The Path to
a Geopolitical Europe

Strategic autonomy is a loaded expression in Europe, one which
inspires strong feelings from both its detractors and its advocates. By laying out
the nuances of the phrase and the reasons it has entered European parlance,
this paper aims to show that strategic autonomy is less controversial than
many presume.

There are at least two faces to European strategic autonomy: the formal,
bureaucratic, institutional one—which has seen European institutions like the
European Parliament and the European Council adopt conclusions clearly formu-
lating strategic autonomy as an objective for the European Union (EU) as far
back as 2013. The other face of it is more controversial, leading to heated
debates in Europe about the necessity of strategic autonomy itself—paraphrasing
the definition presented in the 1994 French White Paper on defense, European
strategic autonomy is generally defined as the capacity to act independently in an
interdependent world. It is not synonymous with autarky, but it does require
developing a capacity to act, in particular in traditional security fields where
Europe has relied on US support for the past 70 years.

For Europeans, the security guarantee provided by the United States through
NATO remains existential—even if there are internal debates about how best to
be an effective ally to Washington. Meanwhile, the US position has often been
ambiguous. While US administrations past and present, regardless of their politi-
cal affiliation, have called for Europeans to do their part, they have also warned
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against decoupling, duplicating and discriminating defense efforts that would
undermine NATO.! Even under Donald Trump, whose disregard for NATO
and military alliances is well-known, Europeans were heavily criticized for step-
ping up efforts to build common European defense capabilities with projects
like the European Defence Fund and Permanent Structured Cooperation
(PESCO).
Since then, the effects of the COVID-19
E pandemic, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and
uropeans cannot b E for Ukrai
subsequent European support for raine,
afford to avoid the the upcoming US presidential election and a
pressing question of Potenti.al uUS retr‘eat from Europ'e,. and an
increasingly changing European political land-
their CaPaCit)’ to act, scape have all led to calls within Europe, inside
in Europe and and outside the European Union, to assume
greater autonomy and power and to define

globally

the means and ends of said power. This

concept can be variously termed European

strategic autonomy, European sovereignty, or
European strategic agency, but one thing is certain: Europeans cannot afford to
avoid the pressing question of their capacity to act, not just in their immediate
neighborhood but also on a global stage increasingly pressurized by US-China
tensions.

This paper will look at how some drivers of greater strategic autonomy are
accelerating its necessity, from the COVID-19 pandemic and the 2024 US pre-
sidential elections to the consequences of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and the
changing European political landscape. It will also seek to understand what stra-
tegic autonomy means, both from an institutional and practical point of view.
The paper then turns to the questions of solidarity and nuclear elements which
underpin the quest for strategic autonomy, and ends on the need to begin a
new chapter for Europe and its defense.

The Drivers of Greater Strategic Autonomy: It’s Inevitable

This section examines four key drivers of greater European strategic autonomy:
the COVID-19 pandemic, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, a changing European
political landscape, and the 2024 US presidential elections.

Public Health and the Pandemic: A Strategic Reckoning
Although the COVID-19 pandemic affected EU members differently, the

common reckoning faced in the early spring of 2020 was how dependent they
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were on third-party countries—in particular, India and China—for critical
supplies of medication and strategic materials like ventilators and masks. EU
member states rapidly realized how vulnerable this dependency left them in
the face of unforeseen developments like a pandemic, when countries on
which they relied heavily could suddenly decide to deny them access to
needed goods. This forced a change in views toward the interdependency
which had been at the heart of Europe’s economic success, and toward the
promise of prosperity the project intrinsically carried. That change took a fairly
long time and included several difficult discussions over the role of the EU.

Indeed, at the beginning of the pandemic, the pandemic’s effect on member
states differed in terms of death numbers and levels of shortage of critical
materials. These differing situations led to differing solutions and prioritizations.
The need for solidarity, evident for Italy or France who were deeply affected,
wasn’t so evident to Nordic countries, where deaths were much lower. Hence,
when some EU member states pushed for financial and material solidarity, they
were faced with strong resistance from the so-called “frugal states”—who didn’t
think that the EU had a role to play. After weeks of discussions, the EU made
the unprecedented decision to agree to common borrowing, which ultimately
led to the €800 billion Next Generation EU plan, still in force today.

Simultaneously in the United States, during the early days of the lockdown,
President Donald Trump was very intent on fighting Europeans over access to
vaccines, as he tried to acquire German biotech company CureVac and other
strategic medical equipment.’ His then-economic adviser Peter Navarro declared
on Fox News that “in crises like this, we have no allies.”* These declarations
didn’t come as a shock, as Trump had already referred to the EU as a foe in pre-
vious declarations, but they confirmed the need for the EU to organize itself, all
the while championing the global health agenda and multilateral action in favor
of more accessible health services.’

The COVID-19 pandemic also showed EU member states that, much like the
defense or telecoms industry, the health system is an integral part of security
infrastructure. As such, ensuring health security is “tantamount to ensuring the
ability of societies to function, economies to prosper, and nations to compete
in geopolitical competition. Health emergencies can also erode democracy and
human rights at home, perhaps permanently, as we have already seen during
the current crisis.”® Since health is not part of the EU’s set of competencies as
defined in the EU treaty, health care remains a prerogative of individual
member states and they generally don’t have to consult with other member
states or EU institutions to make decisions on the health agenda. But the weap-
onization of health by Russia and China during the COVID-19 pandemic—
through aggressive disinformation campaigns and the confiscation of medical
material—pushed the EU to provide a more adequate immediate common
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response, as well as to prepare jointly for future scenarios where cooperation
would be essential.” Thus, the EU reinforced the early warning capacities of
the European Center for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC); ensured the
availability of medicines; enabled joint procurement of medical and protective
equipment; ensured the stockpiling and distribution of critical equipment such
as ventilators, personal protective equipment, reusable masks, vaccines, and
therapeutics laboratory supplies; increased European production capabilities;
and put forward additional financial support through the EU Solidarity Fund.®
It was also during the COVID-19 pandemic that the taboo of debt mutualiza-
tion was broken during the European Council of July 2020, when then-chancellor
Angela Merkel reversed Germany’s position—she had been fiercely against
mutualizing debt, alongside the frugal camp.” Debt mutualization is also known
as joint borrowing, a controversial proposition as it tends to crudely divide
those who benefit from the borrowing and those who contribute to it, and thus
poses important questions about financial soli-
darity inside the Union—a topic still raw from

The pandemic led
the EU to
strengthen itself and

its capacity to act

the fallout of the 2008-2012 financial crisis
when a cleavage between Northern and
Southern European countries emerged as
Southern Europe then felt the brunt of the aus-
terity measures imposed by international

financial institutions and a tough Germany.'°

In 2020, in light of an absent US hegemon,
the EU had to make the unprecedented decision of betting on itself and borrow-
ing for itself, despite vast differences in the economies of EU member states. The
grave state of the Union, its economies, and the need to embody solidarity amidst
the pandemic led the EU to break this taboo and strengthen itself and its capacity
to act.

The pandemic and its aftershocks didn’t make the EU give up on international
cooperation and trade—it still pursues an agenda of active interdependence—but
after COVID-19, it is now more conscious of how it can use some of its assets in a
competition with rivals. Building on this new approach, the EU has endorsed the
idea of pursuing a geopolitical agenda, meaning it has decided to put its geography
at the service of its internal and external policies. The strategic reckoning the
COVID-19 pandemic represented for the EU confirmed that health security
was part of a larger security infrastructure the Union needed to invest in. For
the EU, it also provided a reckoning with the fact that interdependence for
the sake of it isn’t always a goal to pursue, while by contrast strategic auton-
omy—coupling interdependence with a strategic vision—is the ultimate goal
of the EU’s newfound quest to protect itself while preserving its intrinsic
openness.
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Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine: A Strategic Awakening
If the COVID-19 pandemic was a moment of strategic reckoning for Europeans, it
was Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022 which led to a
strategic awakening inside the EU. Strategic autonomy couldn’t just cover
non-traditional security realms anymore. It had to encompass hard security, as
well—another taboo for the EU to overcome. Now, more than two years into
the war, Europe has had to overcome two main shocks: the return of war on
the continent for the first time since the Balkan wars of the 1990s, and the neces-
sity for Europe to mitigate the effects of the very dependencies that once formed
the bedrock of its prosperity—i.e. its reliance on Russian oil and gas. The
responses to these two shocks meant Europe needed to become a sovereign power.

When Russia invaded Ukraine, after months of global debate about the like-
lihood of the invasion launched by an unprecedented declassification campaign
by the US, political and strategic coordination between the US and Europe was at
an all-time high. Although Europeans and Americans were still in shock that a
permanent member of the UN Security Council had gone out of its way to
violate the UN charter, they immediately—and together—deemed Russia’s
action an attack on the international order."!

The vehemence and unity of the European reaction was notably spurred by the

2 The intelligence reports that

remarkable resistance of the Ukrainians.
Americans and Europeans were receiving indicated a high probability of Kyiv
falling to Russia in a matter of three to four days. However, in the face of incred-
ible local resistance, it was clear that the EU had to step up and make explicit that
defending Ukraine was existential to the future of the Union. Beyond Ukraine
itself, one of the initial fears was that the conflict could spill over into NATO
territory adjacent to Ukraine. Putin’s invasion also made EU states realize that
if they didn’t come to Ukraine’s aid, they would never be fully safe from him
either. To that end, the EU has steadfastly coordinated with NATO ever
since.”” The change experienced here is that the EU and NATO worked
together, with EU institutions and alongside as well as with the member states,
to take unprecedented action for Ukraine. In the past, the expectation would
have been for the US to carry the effort on its own, as the EU wasn’t thought
of as a security provider. But in the face of Russia’s brutal attack and of the
EU’s newly-realized responsibilities, the fates of the EU and Ukraine are now
inseparably intertwined.

In the hours that followed the invasion, the EU repeatedly approved massive
sanctions packages against Russia and voted to deliver financial, material and
humanitarian aid to Ukraine. In a span of months, the EU effectively freed
itself from its dependence on Russian oil and gas and succeeded in achieving
as much unity as possible in efforts to isolate Russia. It seemed like the EU was
deploying its usual toolbox."* However, the choice to deliver lethal weapons
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through the European Peace Facility (EPF) mechanism—an off-budget instru-
ment aimed at enhancing the EU’s ability to prevent conflicts, build peace,
and strengthen international security, enabling the financing of operational
actions that have military or defense implications—demonstrated how serious

the EU was about contributing to Ukraine

Ukr in rked and ensuring a victory in the biggest land
aine sparked a war in Europe since World War I1."° Reflect-

paradigm shift: the
EU now sees itself
as a security
provider

ing the gravity of the moment, this was the
first time in the EU’s history that it had been
involved in delivering lethal weapons,
let alone to a country that is not (yet) a

member of the EU or NATO. Since the

implementation of the EPF, a proposal to

move forward on joint procurement for ammu-
nitions and missiles for Ukraine has gone forward, and another proposal to jointly
produce these ammunitions in the EU was adopted in May 2023.'® While these
steps may not be enough to provide Ukraine with all the weapons it needs to win
decisively, one cannot overstate the paradigm shift they represent: the EU now
sees itself as a security provider.

A Changing European Political Landscape

As mentioned previously, after the war in Ukraine began, European countries
suddenly realized how dependent they were on Russian gas and oil. They
worked hard to be free of this dependency by the end of 2022. But unlike the
shock of war on the continent again, Europe’s strategic awakening to the
dangers posed by its relationships with Russia was not immediate; it became
one of the most divisive issues inside the EU throughout that year.!” Since the
end of the Cold War, European countries’ approach to Russia had long been a
point of contention, with some calling for stronger economic ties, some
warning that Moscow posed an existential threat, and others insisting that
Russia needed to become part of the European security architecture. Putin
counted on those divisions to slow down efforts to coordinate the European
response after he invaded Ukraine.

Inside the EU, German Chancellor Scholz dubbed German’s new policy the
Zeitenwende, or a change of era, although this remains to be fully implemented.'®
If Germany is Europe’s economic powerhouse, it had historically remained a
dwarf when it comes to security and defense issues, putting its full trust and con-
fidence in interdependencies in trade and energy. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine
has led to a new chapter being written in Germany, wherein security discussions
aren’t taboo anymore, which the Zeitenwende embodies. France, meanwhile,
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underwent a significant overhaul of its previously softer-on-Russia policy, and
had to convince Central and Eastern European (CEE) partners that it had
changed for good and is now of the view that, if not deterred properly, Russia
could attack NATO member in years to come.'” As a consequence of its strategic
awakening, the EU will continue pursuing the Europeanization of its climate,
energy, and parts of its defense policy.

As the European discussion moves toward providing military supplies to
Ukraine—which remains a national member state prerogative—the risk of div-
ision is back.?’ For instance, both far-left and far-right politicians in Bulgaria
and Hungary, respectively, have begun questioning the value of sanctions
against Russia.?! The war and its economic consequences were an integral part
of the election campaigns in France and Italy in 2022.%* In August 2023,
former French president Nicolas Sarkozy voiced support for Vladimir Putin and
called for compromising with him—an unusual position as former French presi-
dents generally do not comment on, much less contradict, the foreign policy
decisions of the current occupant of the Elysée.”? Sarkozy was heavily criticized
for it, but these claims may become more prevalent in European debates as the
war goes on. Yet strategic autonomy can be reached only if there is a unified Euro-
pean goal toward it. Any division on foreign and security policy—which sanc-
tions are a part of—puts it at risk. With EU parliamentary elections coming up
in June 2024 and the rise of the far-right across Europe, leaders and governments
will have to clarify why European unity on defending Kyiv amidst renewed
Russian attacks is essential for the futures of Ukraine and Europe.

The US Presidential Elections: Risk of Disengagement
Less than a year away from the 2024 US presidential elections, Europeans are fol-
lowing American debates on foreign policy very closely. In the event of Donald
Trump’s reelection, Europeans would be worried but not shocked. The shock
already took place in November 2016 and in the months that followed, when
then-President Trump referred to the EU as a “foe.”** He also withdrew the
US from several multilateral commitments—the Paris Climate Agreement, the
Iran nuclear deal (JCPOA), UNESCO—while imposing tariffs on allies and
explicitly expressing skepticism of alliances which he deemed to the detriment
of US interests.”” Trump was also antagonistic to Europeans during the pan-
demic, when he fought them over vaccine access and imposed a visa ban.
During his presidency, he considered withdrawing the US from NATO, but
was ultimately convinced by his advisors to stay in at the very last minute. In
2024, however, Trump’s campaign platform includes a pledge “to finish the
process we began under my Administration of fundamentally reevaluating
NATO’s purpose and NATO’s mission.”*® At a February 2024 rally in South
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Carolina, Donald Trump went so far as to say he “would encourage Putin to
invade” European countries not reaching the goal of spending 2 percent of
their GDP on defense.”’ While his comments are in line with his contempt for
multilateral institutions and the EU, they mark a significant and detrimental
escalation in his position.

The Biden administration’s steadfast support of NATO during the war in
Ukraine stands in marked contrast to how Trump—whose fascination for author-
itarian leaders such as Vladimir Putin is well-documented—would have operated.?®
This is precisely why Europeans, inside and outside NATO, are worried about the
consequences for their own security in the event of a Trump reelection.””

Now, European countries are caught in the crossfire of two seemingly contradic-
tory goals. On one hand, while preparing for a Trump 2 scenario, they acknowledge
that absent the American security guarantee, they find themselves in a state of
quasi- to complete vulnerability. On the other hand, they fear that increasing
their capacity to act and building their capabilities might complicate the transatlan-
tic relationship, even under a second Biden administration, as the American side
has historically been fairly resistant to Europeans building more capacity. Hence,
for the Europeans to secure the American reassurance they need, they need to reas-
sure the American side that their investments in security and defense can happen
both within NATO and within an EU framework when they deem it necessary—
the two not being mutually exclusive. Indeed,
the Americans expect European security and

European
countries are
caught in the
crossfire of two
seemingly
contradictory goals

defense efforts to take place solely in the
NATO framework, the EU not being con-
sidered—until the war in Ukraine—a potential
security provider. But the strength and credi-
bility of NATO rests—not only, but in large
part—on the American security guarantee.
Hence, if the US decides to withdraw from
NATO or simply to disavow it at some point,
the Europeans will need to invest elsewhere.
In the other scenario where NATO remains

the foundation of collective defense in Europe, more EU investments in defense

will foster existing NATO commitments—especially with the addition of

Sweden and Finland, both EU member states, to the military alliance.

What Does Strategic Autonomy Mean, Really?

The expression “European strategic autonomy” provokes knee-jerk reactions

across Europe, and sometimes across the Atlantic too. This is all the more
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surprising because European institutions have adopted the term in their official
communications and conclusions. However, from a practical standpoint, the
EU still has a long way to go in terms of ensuring its capacity to act. This
section will examine both definitions of the term.

An Institutional Definition

European strategic autonomy is a very controversial expression, primarily because
ten years after it first appeared in several official EU documents, it is still per-
ceived as a French expression and thus denotes a French goal of achieving full
independence and the capacity to act. No documents from either France or
the EU, however, advocate for full autonomy, understood to mean independence
of the Union when it comes to security. Even the 1994 French White Paper on
Defense, which used the phrase “strategic autonomy” for the first time, makes
clear that France’s capacity to act is thought to reside within France’s European
and international responsibilities. In the White Paper, “strategic autonomy” is
defined as “the capacity to act independently in an interdependent world.”*°
This phrasing is vague and subject to various interpretations. When the White
Paper was released in 1994 amid the post-Cold War historical context, it
seemed that the EU had achieved its main purpose, which had been to foster a
peaceful environment wherein the economic interdependencies the member
states had willingly imposed on each other and themselves would prevent
them from ever going to war with one another again.

The expression next appears in EU documents almost 20 years later, at the
December 2013 European Council meeting, where all EU member states
agreed that “Europe needs a more integrated, sustainable, innovative and com-
petitive defense technological and industrial base (EDTIB) to develop and
sustain defense capabilities. This can also enhance its strategic autonomy and
its ability to act with partners.””! The phrasing here clarifies that European stra-
tegic autonomy was conceived of from the outset as Europe being able to contrib-
ute more to European defense efforts inside and outside of the NATO framework,
and be a better partner to the transatlantic ally, as opposed to a phrase denoting
any attempt to ostracize itself from others or operate autarkically.

The expression comes up again in other documents, notably in the EU’s 2016
Global Strategy, which explicitly asserts that it “nurtures the ambition of stra-
tegic autonomy for the European Union.” Strategic autonomy is thought of as
enhancing the EU’s capacity to maintain peace within and outside its borders.
In order to achieve this goal, the strategy asserts, the EU must forge a “sustain-
able, innovative and competitive European defense industry.”*” The Global
Strategy has been adopted by all member states and confirms the European ambi-
tion of strategic autonomy. However, just days after the Strategy’s release, its
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ability to truly shape European foreign and security policy was profoundly under-
mined by the decision of the UK to leave the EU. Other than France, the UK was
the only nuclear weapons state in the EU, and its military and diplomatic net-
works also greatly contributed to Europe’s capacity to act—an expression many
Europeans refer to “strategic autonomy.””’

“Strategic autonomy” is also a topic of controversy in the US. Because of the
expression’s perceived French associations, it is often seen as a way for France to
create a wedge in the transatlantic relationship by encouraging Europeans inside
and outside the EU to think about security and defense beyond the NATO frame-
work.>® This view has also been echoed by Central and Eastern European (CEE)
countries, whose reliance on NATO and the US security guarantee is existential
and who blame France for putting ideas on the table and not following up with
concrete propositions of how to bring about a new European security order.
Finally acknowledging those concerns, French president Macron gave a speech
in Bratislava in 2023 telling CEE countries that “We [Western Europeans] lost
an opportunity to listen to you.”’

In March 2022, the EU reaffirmed strategic autonomy as a goal in its Strategic
Compass. The document was an update of the 2016 Global Strategy, but also an
innovation in that it presented for the first time a common EU assessment of
threats on the continent—a first step toward the establishment of a common stra-
tegic culture in Europe. Adopted just a month after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine,
the Strategic Compass acknowledges the strategic shock the EU was then under-
going and sets for itself the goal of enhancing “the EU’s strategic autonomy and
its ability to work with partners to safeguard its values and interests.” *® A taboo
was lifted here as the EU finally formally acknowledged that it has interests, par-
ticularly vis-a-vis security, and will use its powers—mostly economic, for now—
to sustain them.

While these documents should alleviate any doubt that European strategic
autonomy is a shared goal for the EU, they still don’t define the path to
getting there. The reasons for this are: 1) that security and defense remain
largely a prerogative of the individual member states; and 2) the assumption
that prevailed when the EU was formed—namely, that because it was meant as
a peace project, it would focus on economic and social development, while
NATO would be in charge of securing Europe.

A Practical Definition: Acting Independently in an Interdependent World

In the realm of security and defense, then, Europeans still have a long way to go to
ensure their strategic autonomy. Accepting the need to invest in those capabili-
ties—both inside and outside NATO—requires going a step further than the stra-
tegic awakening the EU has undergone since February 24, 2022. The path to a
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heightened capacity to act—a less controversial way of addressing the necessity of
strategic autonomy—requires Europe to be a better security provider and thus a
better partner to its allies. The sections above have laid out how the EU increased
its strategic autonomy in health, energy procurement,
and economic power when it needed to. Building

that same capacity in security and defense is indis- In security and

pensable and will require considerable investment. defense, Europeans

Absent that investment, European capacity to act
will remain a pipe dream.
As a unique ongoing political experiment, the EU go to ensure

have a long way to

initially defined its course of action along the lines of strategic autonomy

exclusive and shared competences with its member

states. It has autonomy of action in these specific,
exclusive competencies: the customs union; competition rules for the single
market; monetary policy for the Eurozone countries; trade and international
agreements (under certain circumstances); and marine plants and animals regu-
lated by the common fisheries policy. It has shared competencies—meaning that
both the EU and member states can legislate—on the following: single market;
employment and social affairs; economic, social and territorial cohesion; agricul-
ture; fisheries; environment; consumer protection; transport; trans-European net-
works; energy; justice and fundamental rights; migration and home affairs; public
health; research and space; development cooperation and humanitarian aid. >’
Notably, defense and security are nowhere on that list. In the definition and
implementation of the Common Foreign and Security Policy—a very narrow
definition of what the EU can do in security and defense—the Union holds
special competencies. However, the promise of the European project—one of
economic and social prosperity—rests on the American security guarantee.

In the case of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, American financial, material and
military support (the US provided $35 billion in security assistance) was indis-
pensable in getting Europe to act on Ukraine—without it, the European security
order would have been shattered.’® It also provided the intelligence as well as pol-
itical and military leadership needed to get the European response going. While
the level of coordination and cooperation between the EU and NATO was
unprecedented, it was still rendered possible by US support. And while the war
could have been an opportunity to harness the energy and political will
needed to galvanize European defense efforts—in effect, European strategic
autonomy—this hasn’t materialized. Weapons stockpiles are depleted, and Euro-
pean forces and their defense industries aren’t fit for purpose. As security experts
Sophia Besch and Max Bergmann put it, “Europe does not have a common
defense market to meet the needs of European security.” Europe’s markets are
scattered because they were set up to answer national demands.’” US opposition
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to the buildup of a comprehensive European defense industrial base transcends
Democratic and Republican administrations, leading to and confirming the Euro-
pean dependency on the US precisely at a time when Europe cannot afford to be
so dependent on the tribulations of American domestic policy.

The COVID-19 pandemic and the economic, political and geopolitical paraly-
sis it provoked came as a reckoning moment for Europeans and fundamentally
changed their perception of what their international role should be, forcing
the EU to act outside of its remit in the health sector. As a result, the EU put
forward policies based on solidarity and long-term investment in a fundamentally
changed world, and did so much faster than it usually operates. Two years later,
the rapidity with which it came to Ukraine’s aid wouldn’t have been possible
without this previous paradigm shift in the aftermath of COVID-19. To see
the advent of such a role and to be able to fulfill the responsibilities that come
with it, Europe will have to invest massively in developing capacities, notably
in traditional security fields that it has traditionally steered away from. Having
that autonomy isn’t synonymous with going it alone. Quite the contrary: it pro-
vides the opportunity to cooperate with partners and allies more productively.
Absent those capacities, a geopolitical Europe will not see the light of day.

The Quest for Strategic Autonomy: Solidarity and the Nuclear Element

In the months leading up to the 2024 US presidential elections, Europeans need
to realize the exceptional state they find themselves in: having relied on the
United States for the better part of the last

Europe must now 75 years, they must now build up the capabili-

become a power in ties to become a power in their own right in

order to be a better partner to the United
States. Joe Biden will likely be the last transat-

better partner to lanticist president. Even if he is reelected in
the US 2024, the newer generation of US foreign

policy thinkers and decision-makers are shift-

ing their attention east to the Indo-Pacific

theater.** As it is, the American, European
and transatlantic discussions on China are having a considerable impact on
the European strategic autonomy debate. China is increasingly becoming the
number one foreign policy issue in the US. It is also a priority in Europe, with
the EU looking for a less confrontational approach to a country it still deems a
“systemic rival.”*!
The Europeans have developed their capacity to address economic and secur-

ity challenges posed by the very interdependence they once acquired their
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strength from. They will now have to defend the transatlantic alliance from
internal EU qualms, as well as the reconsideration some US officials are
putting it under and their ambitions to turn it into an equal partnership. Prepar-
ing for the European future starts now, and with the Herculean task of providing
an answer to the following question: how can the EU make Article 42.7 of its
Treaty actionable? 42.7 is the EU’s solidarity clause that lays out how it deals
with external threats to member states. It provides “that if a Member State is
the victim of armed aggression on its territory, the other Member States have
an obligation to aid and assist it by all the means in their power.”** The article’s
wording makes it even more binding than NATO’s Article 5 on collective
defense. However, it doesn’t delve into how member states should go about
this defense, whether through EU institutions or inter-governmentalism.

This lack of clarity in the wording is both a risk and an opportunity. The risk is
that neither the EU member states nor the Union’s institutions will endorse the
agenda if push comes to shove, and the emptiness of the commitment will be
revealed. The opportunity resides in the possibility to formulate a European
security offer, with actual capabilities, which would be brought about with EU
money as well as the establishment of a European pillar inside NATO—
meaning that European NATO countries, both EU and non-EU, would contrib-
ute equally to security and defense in the alliance as the US does.*? Building a
common defense industrial base and a stronger EU-NATO partnership are
decades-long projects. Previous attempts to build a common French-German air-
craft, like the Future Combat Air System (FCAS), or a future tank like the Main
Ground Combat System (MGCS) have severely struggled to get off the ground.
Stronger EU-NATO cooperation—in particular, for the European Defence
Agency (EDA) to become the coordinating institution for defense investment
and expenditure in the EU—is an absolute necessity. Russia’s war in Ukraine
has demonstrated the complementarity of the EU and NATO. The division of
labor between the two at the beginning of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine—
NATO in charge of deterrence and defense and the EU in charge of mobilizing
financial tools—worked well. However, institutional rivalries—based on the
obsolete idea that any investment in EU defense would weaken NATO—
remain. Yet without the duplications and redundancies within the two frame-
works, Europe and the US wouldn’t have been in a position to provide
Ukraine with the weapons it has needed until now.

Preparing for the future requires the EU to take a larger role in the definition
and implementation of security needs in Europe. One indispensable step that
Europe needs to take for its own sake and Ukraine’s is to invest in ammunition
production facilities, both inside the EU and in Ukraine. We are now in a war
of attrition, wherein Russia is hoping to maintain an advantage on the ground
while shelling Ukraine on a daily basis. Ukraine will need access to ammunition
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to defend itself and avoid ceding territory to Russia. The military aid provided is
one important step—and it should be significantly increased—but building fac-
tories in Ukraine and ensuring long-term defense investment also need to be
part of the strategy to deter Russia.

Developing those production capabilities with Ukraine will also help with the
reconstruction of the country once the war is over. In the past, the political will
was lacking to see these projects occur, but so was the funding. In January 2024,
the European Investment Fund, in conjunction with the European Commission,
decided to provide €175 million to venture capital and private equity funds
investing in European companies.** While the amount is dismal compared to
the actual need, it still reflects the fact that another taboo has been lifted
when it comes to shoring up European defense capabilities.

Donald Trump’s contempt for NATO—and military alliances more generally
—is well-known, but his latest declarations in South Carolina are a frightening

escalation in his rhetoric, which make clear

Europe should
begin to envision
whether and how a
European nuclear
deterrent might
operate

that Europeans cannot wait until the
outcome of the 2024. In the case of a US with-
drawal from NATO, critical questions would
arise about who should organize European
armies—should they remain under the remit
of a US-less NATO, or should the EU
become the organizer? But what then of the
non—-EU NATO member states? Other critical

issues around command and control and the

transfer of data would also have to be addressed

immediately without a plan in hand. Relat-
edly, a key component of the US security guarantee to Europe is nuclear deter-
rence. Hence, a step forward in this context is for Europeans to begin to
envision whether and how a European nuclear deterrent might operate,
thereby addressing another taboo.*’

France and the UK are the two European nuclear powers. They have under-
taken unprecedented steps in their nuclear cooperation through the Lancaster
House Treaty signed in 2010, effectively rendering each other “mutually depen-
dent for a critical aspect of their nuclear deterrents,” thus demonstrating the
extent of the commitment on both sides.*® The two countries have affirmed
that an attack on the vital interests of one would threaten the vital interests of
the other, and therefore could be the providers of the supply-side of a Euro-deter-
rent. They have signaled as much in declaratory terms.

However, they now need to move on to presenting evidence of mutual
cooperation and support to each other—as well as to other Europeans, both
EU and non-EU countries—especially in terms of their commitment to Ukraine’s
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security. Only then will the rest of Europe be convinced that there is a path
forward, and that it leads to a true European—and not just EU—strategic auton-
omy. Bringing the UK back into European security discussions, which it has effec-
tively abandoned since Brexit, will be key to building strategic autonomy and to
outlining the future of the European security order. Some will say this could only
lead to a division of the alliance, others that it will be of no use since Putin won’t
be deterred by French and UK nuclear forces, and still others might say that it’s
impossible anyway. However, if Europe is serious about committing itself to
Ukraine’s future, it seems like a wasted opportunity to not rely on the continent’s
two nuclear power states and bring them together to form a nuclear umbrella
above Kyiv.

Notwithstanding the results of the US 2024 elections, a Europe that takes on a
larger share of its own security does not mean that the US will be left out of the
project, nor should Europeans stand idly by if the US does stay critically involved.
Two things can be true at the same time: Europeans and Americans have the
capacity to both be present in Europe, and both be security providers. A
common—European and American—acceptance of this reality would bring
about strategic autonomy. Indeed, a stronger European defense would reinforce
the transatlantic relationship and enable Europe and the US to cooperate on
more solid—and equal—footing.

A New Chapter in Europe—and Its Defense

As the post-Cold War chapter came to a decisive end on February 24, 2022,
Europe is now in the beginning pages of a new one—whose title should be “Stra-
tegic Autonomy.” When the EU increased its support to Ukraine, a question
arose as to whether the reality of war on the continent had made the Union obso-
lete as a political peace project. The EU, which was conceived of initially as an
economic project after the traumas of World War I, was formed based on the
assumption that economic interdependence between former enemies would
restrain them from ever going to war again. The political, economic, humanitar-
ian and now even military role the EU is playing in supporting Ukraine, and
Ukraine’s own role as essential to the viability of the Union, isn’t in question
anymore. The EU granted candidate status to Ukraine (and Moldova) in June
2022, thus indicating that the future of the EU rests on Ukraine’s victory in
the war and its subsequent integration into the Union in the years to come.
However, the very foundations the EU has forged its success upon—open
trade, economic interdependence, and a model that sees the US providing the
greater share of traditional security and defense—are under question. In the
face of a changing global environment—a revisionist Russia, an assertive
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China, emerging powers looking to hedge their advantages and pursue their own
interests, a growing technological divide and competition, climate change, and
rising prices—the essence of the European project remains relevant and impor-
tant. Although discussing matters of traditional security and defense is unfamiliar
to the EU ecosystem, and there is still resistance to the concept of strategic auton-
omy, the urgency to develop capabilities to enable Europe’s capacity to act is
more essential than ever. To be able to act—to have strategic autonomy—the
EU will have to assess how to make the solidarity clause (Article 42.7) action-
able, and it must also work with the UK, France and other European partners
to think through what a European nuclear deterrent would look like.

As US investment and involvement in Europe is increasingly an object of
domestic political debate, both in the US and within member states, Europe
needs to ensure that it is contributing more to its own security. It can do so along-
side the US and not hinder the US commitment to European security. The path
to a strategically autonomous Europe, allied with the US, requires such an all-
encompassing investment.
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