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For decades, the role of the European Union in the international arena has been characterized
by its soft, civilian, and normative power! as its international influence was based on its
economic strength and civilian peacekeeping capabilities, distinguishing it from other
international actors. At the same time, the EU’s hard power tools have received much less
attention so far: defense cooperation on an EU level has so far remained limited due to
differences in national interests, in member states’ threat perceptions and because of the
Union's strong international economic and regulatory influence. The different historical
experiences and the geographical locations of member states also lead to different interests
and strategic cultures, which are further obstacles to strengthening the Union's strategic
autonomy in the traditional sense.

With an increasingly assertive China, an adventurous Turkey, and with a Russia that contests
today’s borders in its neighborhood, the Union is facing increasing confrontations, which have
become even more frequent during the Trump era. Between 2017 and 2021, the Union often
had to step up against these actors alone, but in the absence of the US and Britain, the EU’s
global influence and diplomatic power often seemed negligible vis-a-vis these actors. These
events have contributed to the emergence of strategic autonomy as an influential concept in
European discourses. Despite that the debate on European sovereignty has become an
integral part of the EU discourse in recent years, there is still no consensus on exactly what
strategic autonomy means and in which areas the Union should become more independent.

The Future of European security and defense policy

As the strategic focus of the UK and the US have increasingly shifted to the Asia Pacific, more
and more EU Member States feel the need to strengthen their own defense capabilities and
operational autonomy, but there are differing views on what capabilities should be
strengthened at the EU level and what should remain a national monopoly over hard power.
Most member states are still guided by the 2009 Lisbon Treaty that envisaged the EU’s role in
the field of security by strengthening capabilities including air-to-air refueling, peacekeeping
missions, providing civilian and medical support to partner countries, or enhancing military
mobility, evacuation capabilities, and interoperability.

Without doubt, the chances of establishing an operationally independent European Union
army or a European command center completely independent of NATO are rather limited and
support for it remains insignificant. Yet, European strategic autonomy can also be
strengthened through military cooperation and the harmonization of defense capabilities with
member states’ differing threat perceptions being not the obstacles but the engines of such
cooperation.

Military cooperation at the EU level can have several benefits: a more active European
involvement in the production of military equipment could contribute to the development of
the EU military industry, reduce the costs of military assets and equipment, and strengthen
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industrial and technological innovation in the EU. According to a 2013 study commissioned by
the European Commission, duplication in European defense capabilities resulted a €26 billion
loss that year?, and its annual costs have remained the same3 since then. The harmonization
of EU defense capabilities at the EU level should therefore be a priority, as eliminating
duplication of military capabilities would free up significant resources for member states.

The fourth industrial revolution produced sophisticated, dual-capable technological
developments such as artificial intelligence, autonomous robots and various cyber
technologies that will become more and more widespread in the future. Such developments
are led by China, the United States, Israel, Russia, the United Kingdom and Canada, and they
will strongly influence global power dynamics and structures? in the future. Considering this,
while the EU’s normative power is strong, Europe cannot afford to be left out from the
production of emerging technologies in the long term.

As the civilian and military use of these emerging technologies can transform markets and
influence social, legal, ethical and security dynamics®, it would be crucial for the EU to be
involved not only in the research and development of these technologies but also in their
regulation. However, if the EU remains a negligible actor in this field, its normative power will
also be weakened and, in the long run, its ability to influence the global regulatory
environment for the use of dual-capable technologies will be even more limited.

The above indicate that there is indeed room for a stronger EU cooperation in the defense
sector, but this does not mean that all EU aspirations under the banner of sovereignty and
strategic autonomy are constructive. A good example of this is the European Peace Facility®,
which has recently given green light for the EU to transport weapons to conflict-affected areas.
While this may seem like a great opportunity to strengthen the EU’s military industry, arms
sales to unstable regions could significantly undermine the security of the Union and the wider
region in the long run as there is no guarantee that the weapons sold or provided by the EU
will not land in the hands of different militias and warlords or that they will not be used by
authoritarian regimes to suppress popular protests’.
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Other avenues to strategic autonomy

An increasingly important element of European foreign policy are climate change and
environmental protection. Despite Joe Biden's election, there are significant differences
between US and European climate strategies: while the US relies on private sector innovation,
green investment, and new technologies such as green hydrogen, the European Union wants
to achieve change through its impact on the international regulatory environment, including
through carbon pricing, the carbon border adjustment scheme and innovation in renewable
energy sources®. As the previous instances indicate, the Union has the power to effectively
shape international practices and regulations, especially by encouraging cooperation with
large emitters such as China or the United States, which should be further strengthened by
the EU.

Besides, the Union's role in improving global health will also be essential for achieving strategic
autonomy. For example, the Union can and should play a major role in building global vaccine
production capabilities in order to enable more equitable global vaccine distribution and to
prevent the further spread of the virus in developing or emerging countries. The EU could also
help build the capacity for global vaccine distribution by setting long-term international
standards.

Conclusion

While the European Union has been able to remain a significant normative and, for the most
part, soft power actor on the world stage with its economic power, the values it represents or
is supposed to represent, and its standard setting regulatory environment, there is a need to
improve the EU’s responses to emerging global challenges.

The harmonization of defense capabilities and improving security cooperation at the EU level
can have numerous benefits, but national interests often set back these efforts, hampering
interoperability and increasing Member States' and EU security spending.

Nevertheless, strengthening European sovereignty cannot be limited to foreign, security and
defense policy: we have seen countless examples of the Union's ability to achieve positive
change in international practices, and it would be essential to extend this normative power to
areas such as climate protection, renewable energy innovation, global health, or the
regulation of digital markets in partnership with partners such as the UK, US or even Australia.
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