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Abstract. This article examines the evolving nature of the European Union’s (EU) security identity, arguing that the traditional
perception of the EU as a normative or civilian power is being gradually redefined in light of recent geopolitical challenges. By
integrating political analysis with economic data on defence spending and military aid to Ukraine, the study highlights the Union’s
transition from rhetorical ambition to tangible strategic engagement. Drawing on four comparative graphs that illustrate the increase in
defence expenditures, joint EU-level funding, and military assistance provided by member states, the article underscores the growing
material basis of the EU’s security role. It explores how initiatives aimed at strengthening strategic autonomy—such as PESCO, EDF,
and the Strategic Compass—are increasingly complemented by measurable financial commitments and operational capacities. While
internal divergences and external dependencies persist, the empirical evidence suggests that the EU is moving beyond symbolic
declarationsand toward becominga more cohesive geopolitical actor. The article concludes by outliningkey dilemmas and opportunities
forthe EU as itredefinesits role in an era of strategic uncertainty and a dynamically evolving global and regional security environment.
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1. Introduction

The contemporary international environment is undergoing a profound transformation marked by growing
geopolitical instability, strategic fragmentation, and intensified rivalry between democratic and authoritarian
systems. The global security architecture, once anchored in multilateralism and a rules-based order, is
increasingly challenged by revisionist powers and shifting centres of influence. Within this complex and
unpredictable setting, the European Union (EU) is confronted with mounting pressure to redefine itsrole as a
global actor capable of responding to conventional, hybrid, and systemic threats.

The catalyst for this strategic re-evaluation was the Russian Federation’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in

February 2022, which not only destabilised the EU’s immediate neighbourhood but also exposed structural
vulnerabilities in its security and defence architecture. These deficiencies became evident in the form of
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insufficient military readiness, strategic dependence on external actors, and the lack of an integrated response
mechanism. Simultaneously, the conflict served as a critical stress test for the EU’s political cohesion and
defence solidarity, prompting unprecedented decisions in areas such as sanctions, arms transfers, and the
mobilisation of financial resources for military support.

In response, the EU has embarked on a multidimensional shift from a primarily normative and civilian power
to a more strategic and autonomous actor. This shift is reflected not only in political declarations and strategic
documents but also in tangible changes in defence spending and operational engagement. According to the
European Defence Agency (EDA) (EDA, 2024a) and Eurostat (2025), defence expenditure by EU member
statesincreased by 16.25% in 2023 and 16.85% in 2024, reaching historically high levels in both relative (as %
of GDP) and absolute terms. These figures, documented in the first two graphs of this study, signal a
recalibration of political priorities and a recognition of the need for stronger defence capabilities within the
Union.

Beyond the quantitative increase in defence spending, a notable qualitative transformation isunderway. The EU
is nolonger merely expanding its budgetary commitments—itisactively redefining the underlying rationale of
its security and defence policy. The shift from a declaratory strategic culture to a performance-oriented one is
evident in new initiatives such as the European Peace Facility, Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO),
the European Defence Fund (EDF), and the Strategic Compass (EEAS, 2022), which collectively illustrate the
EU’s ambition to enhance its strategic autonomy. Furthermore, substantial military assistance provided to
Ukraine by individual member states—exceeding tens of billions of euros since 2022 (Figure 4)—has revealed
both the limitsand the latent potential of European defence coordination.

This evolution poses fundamental questions about the EU’s identity as a security actor. The long-dominant
notion of the EU as a “normative power” (Manners, 2002, 2006), built on values such as the rule of law, human
rights, and multilateral cooperation, is being critically reassessed. Scholars such as Howorth (2019) and Biscop
(2022a) have pointed to the growing asymmetry between the EU’s declared ambitions and its actual strategic
capabilities. Recent developments reinforce the need to bridge this gap through aredefinition of priorities, legal
instruments, and institutional mechanisms. The war in Ukraine has not only challenged the normative
foundations of EU foreign policy but has also accelerated its transition towards a more interest-driven and
geopolitically aware posture.

Simultaneously, the rise of China and other systemic competitors has underscored the broader geopolitical
imperative of strategic autonomy. China’s model of authoritarian capitalism, its control of technological supply
chains, and its assertiveness in international fora pose an alternative to the liberal international order. In this
environment, the EU is increasingly vulnerable not only to conventional military risks but also to cyberattacks,
economic coercion, energy insecurity, and technological dependency (Bojinovi¢ Fenko & Brsakoska-
Bazerkoska, 2024; Rieker & Giske, 2024).

In this multidimensional security environment, the EU’s internal debates are gradually shifting from idealistic
aspirations to pragmatic considerations of power, sovereignty, and operational capability. As highlighted by
Akgii¢ (2021) and Lippert et al. (2019), strategic autonomy encompasses the ability to act independently where
necessary, while cooperating with allies where possible. This concept is now increasingly understood not only
in political or military terms but also in relation to industrial policy, technological sovereignty, and defence
investment patterns. In this regard, recent data on defence-related investments in military defence (new systems,
technologies, hardware, etc.) (Figure 3) demonstrate a significant surge in joint procurement, research, and
innovation, further embedding the economic dimension into the EU’s strategic reorientation.

Against this backdrop, scholarly research is also evolving. While the earlier academic consensus emphasised
the EU’s civilian character (Majchut, 2024), more recent analyses — such as those by Rieker and Giske (2024),
Bojinovi¢ Fenko and Brsakoska-Bazerkoska (2024), and Csiki Varga (2024) — highlight the need to view the
EU as a complex, multilayered actor operating within a hybrid security environment. In this setting, the
boundaries between economic, military, cyber, and legal instruments are increasingly blurred. The EU’s security
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identity is no longer based solely on normative declarations but shaped by concrete policies, financial
commitments, and industrial capacities.

This article seeks to critically examine the EU’s evolving security identity through the lens of its response to
contemporary geopolitical challenges. It analyses how increased defence spending, institutional adaptation, and
military assistance to Ukraine have influenced the EU’s strategic posture, while also assessing the legal and
political constraints that continue to shape the contours of European defence integration. By drawing on
academic literature, EU policy documents, defence data, and conceptual frameworks, the study aims to
contribute to the scholarly debate on the EU’s transformation from a normative union into a strategic security
actor capable of autonomous action in a multipolar world.

2. The EU as a Security and Geopolitical Actor

For decades, the European Union was primarily perceived as a civilian and normative power, focused on
promoting the values of democracy and economic cooperation. Its character was reflected in its orientation
towards soft power instruments, such as development aid and diplomatic engagement (Manners, 2002).
Although the Treaty of Lisbon strengthened the EU's ambitions as a global actor, its capacities for autonomous
action remained limited (Howorth, 2014; Maheshi & Sayuri, 2025).

However, the war in Ukraine represents a fundamental turning point. Russian aggression exposed the limits of
a security policy based exclusively on normative power and compelled the EU to reassess its strategic position
(Rieker & Giske, 2024). Consequently, the EU is moving towards a transformation from a civilian guarantor of
normative order to an active geopolitical actor, capable of independently confronting threats and shaping the
security balance. This shift is evidenced in strategic documents such as the EU Strategic Compass (March,
2022), which declares objectives like building a rapid deployment force, increasing defence expenditure, and
strengthening cyber resilience (EEAS, 2022). This indicates a shift away from exclusive reliance on NATO for
security guarantees.

There is a growing consensus in academic literature that the EU's strategic autonomy is a necessity in an era of
multipolar competition (Helwig & Sinkkonen, 2022). This trend is reinforced by changing attitudes within
member states, which are moving from passivity to a more active promotion of common defence policies. At a
theoretical level, the shift can be understood as a transition from 'soft' power to 'smart power', combining
diplomatic and economic tools with military capabilities and innovation (Becker et al., 2025). The EU is
becoming a 'multi-level actor', integrating various dimensions of security: traditional, cyber, climate, and
technological (Bojinovi¢ Fenko & Brsakoska Bazerkoska, 2024; Rieker & Giske, 2024).

Besides internal factors, exogenous determinants are also crucial. The war in Ukraine has shown that the EU
cannot rely on multilateral guarantees that fail where rules are systematically violated (Mauro, 2023). The EU
is compelled to re-evaluate its own security sovereignty not only in military capabilities but also in energy
development is supported by increasing coordination among member states in identifying threats and
formulating common responses, as confirmed by more recent decisions of the EU Council and the European
Council.

The full-scale war in Ukraine has reshaped the EU's security environment not only geographically but also
paradigmatically. It exposed the absence of operational command and a unified defence culture (Fiott, 2022).
In response to these deficits, a rapid series of security and political decisions were made — ranging from
unprecedented sanctions against Russia and massive aid to Ukraine (including military assistance via the
European Peace Facility) (European Parliament, 2024a; European Council, 2025), to increased investment in
defence and resilience against hybrid threats (European Commission, 2025a). A pivotal moment was the
adoption of the Strategic Compass in March 2022, which defines the new direction of the CSDP and identifies
four pillars: act, invest, partner, and secure (EEAS, 2022).

The war — in addition to a significant increase in defence spending (Figure 1) — accelerated reflection on the
need to transform Common Foreign a Security Policy and rebuild the defence potential of member states
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(Genini, 2025). The Commission introduced initiatives like ReArm Europe and Readiness 2030 (European
Commission, 2025b). These steps are unfolding in amore complex multipolar environment, where the EU must
navigate between value loyalty to the USA and the necessity of preserving strategic autonomy. The EU's
actorness is conditioned by its ability to maintain unity among member states and assert itself against global
competitors (Bojinovi¢ Fenko & Brsakoska Bazerkoska, 2024).

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

=== Defence expenditure in EU Member States as % of GDP

Figure 1. Overview of total defence expenditure in EU Member States (in % of GDP)
Source: EDA, 2024a

The EU is gradually realising that its geopolitical relevance will depend not only on its economic weight but
also on its capacity to act as a security guarantor in its immediate neighbourhood and the broader global
framework. This paradigm shift is accompanied by a growing recognition of the EU as a defence actor by some
partners, although it still faces legitimacy challenges in global security fora. The analysis indicates that the EU
is striving to redefine its role and security identity and respond to evolving security threats. This process is
profoundly influenced by enduring ties and commitments to NATO and the USA. The following chapter will
therefore focus on the intricate balance between the pursuit of EU strategic autonomy and the maintenance of
transatlantic cohesion.

3. Strategic Autonomy vs. Transatlantic Linkage: Reality and Ambitions

The concept of EU strategic autonomy first appeared in the conclusions of the European Council in December
2013 (European Council, 2013). Originally, the term applied mainly to the area of security and defence, with
an emphasis on the development of European defence capabilities and capacities that would strengthen the EU’s
ability to act autonomously. And although ideas about greater European autonomy in defence and security
policy had appeared earlier (for example, at the St. Malo summit in 1998), 2013 is considered to be the first
official appearance of the term “strategic autonomy” itselfin EU documents.

However, it only came to the fore after 2016 in connection with the European Global Strategy (EUGS), which
declared the need for Europe to take greater responsibility for its security (EEAS, 2016). Strategic autonomy is
understood here not as isolationism, but as the ability to act alone when necessary and with partners when
possible. This framework was further refined in the Strategic Compass (2022), which emphasizes building the
EU's full-spectrum capabilities to respond to crisis situations (Kavan & Dusek, 2022) without exclusive
dependence on NATO or the US.
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However, thisambition has provoked critical reactions from some member states (e.g., Poland, the Baltic states)
and transatlantic partners (USA), who warned against a possible weakening of NATO unity. The tension
between strategic autonomy and transatlantic linkage reveals a dilemma of the EU's security identity: how to
ensure its own capacity for action without fragmenting NATO's collective defence (Ossa 2024). While states
like France advocate for 'European sovereignty' in defence, Central and Eastern European states perceive the
USA and NATO as guarantors of deterrence and fear a weakening of the transatlantic bond (Howorth, 2019;
Rieker & Giske, 2024).

The reality of implementing strategic autonomy is asymmetrical. Although instruments such as Permanent
Structured Cooperation (PESCO), the Coordinated Annual Review of Defence (CARD) and the European
Defence Fund (EDF) have been created, their contribution is still limited, which undermines the goal of creating
an integrated European Defence Technological and Industrial Base (EDTIB), key to autonomy in the production
of military technologies (Csiki Varga, 2024). On the other hand, due to dramatic changes in the security situation
in Europe, as well as the efforts of Member Statesto strengthenthe combat capabilities and capacities of their
armed forces, total defence spending has seen a significant increase in 2023 (by 16.25%) and 2024 (by 16.85%)
(Figure 2), which will undoubtedly increase the level of ensuring European security and defence.
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Figure 2. Overview of total defence expenditure in EU Member States (in billions of euros)
Sources: EDA, 2024a; Eurostat, 2025

A key strategic document is the Strategic Compass for Security and Defence, which provides a more concrete
operational plan and timelines. It comprises over 80 measures, some of which have already begun
implementation, such as the establishment of the EU Rapid Deployment Capacity and the strengthening of joint
military exercises (EEAS, 2022). It emphasises the need to reduce operational dependencies, enhance defence
research, and build resilience against hybrid and cyber threats.

Another significant instrument is the European Defence Fund (EDF), with €8 billion allocated for 2021-2027
to support research and development of defence technologies (European Commission, 2025c). However,
academic literature points to its limited effectiveness due to low participation from all member states and the
dominance of a few leading nations (Csiki Varga 2024). Similarly, Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO),
launched in 2017, has seen over 60 projects, yet few have achieved full operational capability (EDA 2024b).
Critics point out the duplication of efforts and the absence of binding control mechanismsin thisregard (Fiott,
2023).
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On the other hand, the positive side is the growing investments in the development, research and development
of military defence (new systems, technologies, hardware, etc.). These investments have been continuously
increasing since 2014, with a sharp increase in 2023, when they reached 72 billion euros (an increase of
24,14 %), and 2024, when they reached even 102 billion euros (an increase of 41,67 % (!)) (Figure 3). In this
context, it is clear that the driving force behind the growing volume of investment in defence, military
technologies and hardware was mainly the Russian-Ukrainian conflict.
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Figure 3. Overview of total annual investmentin military defence in EU Member States
(in billions of euros)
Sources: EDA, 2024, Statista, 2025

To overcome existing limitations, the Commission introduced the EDIRPA (European Defence Industry
Reinforcement through Common Procurement Act) initiative in 2023 to stimulate joint procurement of military
equipment. Initiatives like ReArm Europe and Readiness 2030, in turn, focus on increasing the manufacturing
capacity of the defence industry, supporting innovation, and accelerating the deployment of technologies
(European Commission, 2022).

Despite these initiatives, systemic weaknesses persist, caused by insufficient political integration, uncoordinated
national priorities, and member states' caution regarding the transfer of sensitive competencies. European
defence cooperation often remains declarative without sufficient performance, which undermines its credibility.
Member states, especially those with historical experience of sovereignty protection, perceive defence as the
core of national sovereignty and prefer bilateral alliances over firm institutional commitments within the EU.
This trend is reinforced by the absence of a common European strategic culture and differing perceptions of
threats (Monaghan, 2023; Nikers & Tabuns, 2024).

From a legal standpoint, the EU's institutional capabilities in defence are constrained. Although Article 42 of
the Treaty on European Union (TEU) enshrinesthe Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), it explicitly
stipulates that 'the implementation of a common defence policy shall be subject to a unanimous decision by the
European Council' and that 'the CSDP shall not affect the specific character of the security and defence policy
of certain Member States' (EU, 2012, Art. 42). This implies that even the most ambitious initiatives must be
implemented based on consensus and with due regard for national prerogatives, which represents a structural
limitation.
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A further weak point is the absence of a robust executive authority or operational command for coordinating
military operations. While the Military Planning and Conduct Capability (MPCC) was established in 2017, its
mandate remains limited, and its operational scope is restricted to non-executive missions. Without such a
vertical command structure, the EU's capacity for action is contingent upon the assent of its member states.

Despite these limitations, there is potential for synergy among the various CSDP instruments. The Strategic
Compass provides the political-strategic framework, the European Defence Fund (EDF) furnishes resources for
research and development, PESCO offers a platform for collaborative projects, and EDIRPA addresses acute
capability requirements. If existing gaps can be eliminated through increased defence spending, simplified
decision-making processes, enhanced transparency, and more effective coordination, the EU could achieve the
‘critical mass' necessary for effective autonomous action in crisis situations (Csiki Varga, 2024).

From the perspective of transatlantic relations, strategic autonomy need not imply competition with or a
weakening of NATO; rather, it can contribute to a greater balance and strengthen joint capabilities. A more
robust EU could complement NATO's activities in regions where the EU possesses unigue instruments (e.g.,
the Western Balkans, Africa) and provide an independent response where the USA lacks the interest or capacity
to intervene. As Josep Borrell (2022) observed, 'strategic autonomy is not independence from partners — but
independence from vulnerabilities'.

The analysis of the tension between the ambitions of strategic autonomy and the transatlantic linkage has
highlighted the necessity of a more in-depth examination of internal conditions, particularly the legal and
institutional framework of the CSDP. The subsequent chapter will therefore focus on legal restrictions,
institutional fragmentation, competence tensions, and novel legislative initiatives that hold the potential to
reinforce the integrative character of European defence policy.

4. Legal and Institutional Framework of the CSDP and Strengthening the EU’s Defence Industry

The legal framework for the European Union's security and defence policy has evolved gradually, respecting
the sensitivity of member states regarding the transfer of sovereign powers. Although the Treaty on European
Union (Lisbon Treaty), in Articles 42 to 46, establishes the basis for the Common Security and Defence Policy
(CSDP) as an integral part of the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), it simultaneously explicitly
preserves the decisive role of member states (EU, 2012). This means that the EU can only conduct military
operations based on the unanimous consent of member states within the Council, with neither the Commission
nor the Parliament having the authority to directly initiate or control military decisions.

This model of 'intergovernmental governance', while ensuring national sovereignty, leads to an institutional
dispersion of powers, legal ambiguity, and limited executive capacity. For instance, the European External
Action Service (EEAS), including its military structures (EUMS, MPCC), has a restricted mandate and does not
fulfil the function of a full-fledged operational command, unlike NATO (Vimont, 2021; Fiott & Zeiss, 2021).
The absence of a centralised command means that the EU is reliant on ad hoc coalitions of member states or
cooperation with NATO for larger missions. From a legal perspective, there is thus a tension between the
ambition to build an autonomous European security policy and the restrictions stemming from primary EU law,
which weakens decision-making coherence (Blockmans, 2017). A competence conflict also persists between
national and European policies, particularly concerningthe financing and development of defence capabilities.

An important issue isalso the legal stability of financial instruments such as the European Defence Fund (EDF)
and the European Peace Facility (EPF). The EDF, although falling under the multiannual financial framework,
is not explicitly defined in the treaties, which creates legal tension when extending its mandate to defence
matters. More controversial is the EPF, an off-budget instrument allowing for the financing of military
equipment for third countries, including lethal weapons. While it possesses its own legal basis, questions persist
regarding its legal accountability and democratic oversight (Portela, 2021).

In the domain of industrial policy, the EU faces the challenge of a lack of harmonisation in legal regulations
among member states. Despite efforts to create a European Defence Technological and Industrial Base
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(EDTIB), the legal framework for cross-border projects remains disjointed, and defence procurement rules often
defer to national exemptions. The consequence is market fragmentation, low interoperability, and weak
competitivenessamong European manufacturers.

In recent years, the European Commission and the European Defence Agency (EDA) have introduced new
legislative initiatives to bolster the legal basis of the defence industry. Among the most significant is the
proposed EDIRPA Regulation (European Defence Industry Reinforcement through Common Procurement Act),
which aims to increase the level of common procurement among member states, reduce costs, and improve
interoperability (Clapp, 2023). EDIRPA is underpinned by TFEU articles relating to the internal market and
provides a legal framework for joint procurement of military equipment in response to urgent needs arising from
thewar in Ukraine.

Building on EDIRPA, the Commission in 2024 prepared the draft European Defence Investment Programme
(EDIP). EDIP is intended to be a stable legislative instrument for joint investments in defence research,
development, and production, representing a shift from a temporary to a systemic mechanism for industrial
support (European Commission, 2025d).

At the level of secondary EU law, Council directives and decisions in the field of defence procurement are
important. Directive 2009/81/EC establishes a framework for transparency, but its application is uneven. Many
states utilise exemptions based on national security (Article 346 TFEU), thereby weakening the single market
and the effectiveness of common instruments (Koutrakos, 2013; Trybus, 2014).

With the aim of streamlining the legal environment for defence and strengthening the EU's strategic autonomy,
calls for the adoption of a so-called European Defence Strategy are increasingly frequent. This strategy should
unify legal, institutional, and political instruments under one coherent framework, build upon the Strategic
Compass, and reinforce the nexus between the industrial and operational dimensions of defence (Blockmans,
2017).

From a legal perspective, the issue of democratic legitimacy and oversight of decision-making within the CSDP
also remainsa challenge. The European Parliament holds only a consultative role, although it has intensified its
activities through resolutions concerning defence expenditure and arms exports. There is also pressure to
strengthen judicial scrutiny over EU defence decisions, particularly regarding arms exports to third countries,
where the EPF pushes the boundaries of existing legal mechanisms (Vroege, 2024).

Looking ahead, the crucial aspect is linking the legal framework with practical defence needs. This necessitates
not only institutional innovations but also the political will of member states to accept an increased defence
spending and higher degree of integration. If the EU succeeds in overcoming existing legal and competence
barriers, it can establish a stable and predictable framework for the development of European defence
capabilities, able to confront the challenges of a multipolar and conflict-ridden environment.

In parallel, calls are emerging for improved judicial oversight of EU decisions in the defence domain,
particularly in relation to the functioning of the European Peace Facility (EPF). The EPF funds the supply of
military equipment, including lethal weapons, thereby exceeding the traditional normative boundaries of EU
foreign policy. This shift raises questions about the EU's legal accountability as a subject of international law
and the scope of the Court of Justice of the EU's jurisdiction in cases of breaches of international humanitarian
law (Genini, 2025).

From a long-term perspective, the strategic imperative is to link he EU's legal framework with the practical
demands of defence. This requires not only the harmonisation of rules but also a fundamental change in member
states' approach to sovereignty in defence matters. If the EU is to be capable of confronting the challenges of
an unstable world, it must overcome the current model of 'voluntary fragmentation'and establish conditions for
rapid, coordinated, and legally sustainable decision-making. Such areform should encompass new mechanisms
for fund control, assessment of compliance with international law, and an enhanced oversight role for the
European Parliament (Kilic, 2024; European Commission, 2025e).
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The future of European defence policy will hinge on the EU's ability to transform its legal framework from an
instrument of restriction into one of strategic support. By removing legal, competence, and institutional barriers,
the EU can acquire a stable and predictable framework for developing its own defence capabilities, thereby
strengthening its position in the global security architecture.

However, the legal and institutional architecture of defence constitutes merely one pillar of strategic capability.
Genuine autonomy also necessitates material, technological, and industrial preparedness. Therefore, the
following chapter analyses the status and prospects of the European Defence Technological and Industrial Base
(EDTIB), addressing mechanismssuch as the EDF, EDIRPA, Readiness 2030, and joint procurements.

5. Development of the European Defence Industry and Technological Base

The European Union entered the 21st century with a fragmented, underfunded, and strategically uncoordinated
defence industry. This state was a consequence of historical, economic, and political factors, such as the end of
the Cold War, reduced defence spending, and a strong orientation towards NATO (Fiott, 2022). Consequently,
the EU lost a significant strategic lead over the USA and China in defence research, development, and
production.

This structural deficit is evident in manufacturing capacities, interoperability, technological dependence, and
insufficient interconnectivity among member states. In 2021, only approximately 11% of EU member states'
defence acquisition expenditure was executed collaboratively, with only a small proportion pertaining to
strategic technologies (EDA, 2023). The European Defence Technological and Industrial Base (EDTIB) thus
remained fragmented, and a large proportion of modern technologies were imported from non-European sources
(Andersson & Britz, 2025).

Following the outbreak of the war in Ukraine, the situation changed dynamically. Massive deliveries of military
materiel to Kyiv (Figure 4) led to the depletion of stocks in EU member states, exposing logistical and capacity
weaknesses and the absence of a collectively planned production chain. European states were compelled to
replenish stocks on an ad hoc basis and through non-EU purchases, thereby deepening their reliance on external
actors (Csiki Varga, 2024).

The Commission responded by declaring a 'defence industrial emergency' and introducing new initiatives.
Among the most significant is the EDIRPA proposal — a legislative framework for joint public procurement of
defence materiel, aimed at overcoming fragmentation. Concurrently, in 2023, the Readiness 2030 initiative
proposal emerged, which aims to increase the capacities of the European defence industry, support innovation,
and restore critical capabilities (Vroege, 2024).

From the perspective of strategic autonomy, the European Defence Fund (EDF) plays a pivotal role, co-
financing research and development projects to foster a European innovation ecosystem in defence. Supported
areas include artificial intelligence, quantum technologies, unmanned systems, and space surveillance. The EDF
is becoming a platform for connecting small and medium-sized enterprises, research institutions, and large
corporations, thereby accelerating technology transfer into production. Despite bureaucracy and opaque rules,
the EDF is gradually shifting the logic of defence investmenttoa European framework.

The establishment of strategic and technological autonomy is a fundamental pillar of European security policy.
While cooperation with NATO has dominated defence thinking, increasing instability and geopolitical pressure
have reinforced the demand for a resilient and independent industrial base. The objective is not autarky, but a
level of self-sufficiency that enables the EU to act autonomously (Fiott, 2022; Rieker & Giske, 2024).

A fundamental prerequisite is to increase production capacity, particularly in critical areas such as ammunition,
missile systems, and air defence. The Commission has urged member states to jointly plan demand, harmonise
specifications, and form consortia. The pressure for an integrated industrial base is a response to the disparity
between the EU and the USA, where the defence industry benefits from massive public investments and
centralised management (Csiki Varga, 2024).
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Figure 4. Overview of military assistance provided to Ukraine by EU member states
from January 2022 to August 2024 (in billions of euros)
Sources: Statista, 2025

From a long-term perspective, it is essential for the European Union to build a robust, flexible, and
technologically advanced European Defence Technological and Industrial Base (EDTIB). This is a strategic
objective that extends beyond merely overcoming short-term shortfalls and aims towards constructing a
sustainable defence ecosystem with a high degree of adaptability and innovation potential (European
Commission, 2024, 2025a).

Achieving such an objective necessitates fulfilling several key conditions:

o Coordinated Investments and Predictable Demand Planning: The absence of common, long-term demand
planning leads to project duplication and weakened investment certainty. Joint planning will ensure efficient
resource allocation, stability for manufacturers, and improved interoperability. Predictable demand is a
prerequisite for competitiveness against American and Asian firms.

e Balanced Involvement of All EU Countries: The development of the EDTIB must align with the objective
of territorial cohesion, implying the active inclusion of smaller member states. Programmes such as the EDF
or EDIRPA must support regional clusters and technology transfer, enabling smaller actors to acquire know-
how and build capabilities. This will foster a truly European defence industry.

e Increased Transparency and Reduced Bureaucracy: Despite the positive impact of the EDF, the process of
drawing on funds is bureaucratically demanding. Simplifying procedures and enhancing transparency will
contribute to greater participation from SMEs, research centres, and academia, thereby broadening the
innovation base and accelerating technology transfer.

e Support for Export Opportunities: For long-term competitiveness, it is essential to increase access to foreign

markets. This requires a coherent export policy that respects ethical, legal, and political constraints. Political
support and joint guarantees for export agreements are also crucial.
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¢ Implementation of Mechanisms for Resilience Against Economic Coercion: The EU's industrial base must
withstand geopolitical blackmail, disruptions to supply chains, and cyber-attacks. This necessitates technical
protection, diversification of suppliers, strategic reserves, control over component exports, and strengthened
legal guarantees for investments in the defence sector (Aerospace, Security and Defence Industries
Association of Europe, 2023; European Commision, 2024; European Parliament, 2024b; Blockmans, 2024;
Aerospace, Security and Defence Industries Association of Europe, 2025; Kollias & Tzeremes, 2025).

If the European Union succeeds in fulfilling these prerequisites, it can build a strategically autonomous,
technologically advanced, and globally competitive defence industrial base by 2035. This base will not merely
be a response to short-term challenges butalso a long-term asset for European security and strategic sovereignty.
Indeed, in an environment of great power rivalry and geopolitical fragmentation, the question of defence
industrial potential becomes a crucial pillar of both national and collective security (Biscop, 2022b; Balfour &
Baroncelli et al., 2024).

From the analysed factors, it can be concluded that the EU has made significant progress in developing defence
instruments, yet it continues to face limitations that hinder its geopolitical establishment. The combination of
legal obstacles, political disunity, and a fragmented defence industry represents a fundamental challenge to its
capacity for action. The concluding chapter will therefore present a synthesis of findings, strategic
recommendations, and an outlook on the evolution of European security and defence policy, thereby concluding
the presented study.

Conclusions

The European Union’s security identity is undergoing a profound transformation. What once appeared as a
largely declaratory and normatively defined actor is increasingly responding to hard security imperatives
through tangible policy measures, defence investments, and operational commitments. The war in Ukraine has
acted as a catalyst for thistransition, forcing the EU to reconsider not only its geopolitical environmentbut also
its internal coherence, strategic ambitions, and practical capabilities. The volume and structure of military
assistance to Ukraine, alongside a notable rise in defence spending across member states, indicate that the EU
is taking incremental but significant steps toward assuming greater strategic responsibility.

This evolution, however, does not imply a complete rupture with the EU’s foundational principles. Rather, it
suggests a recalibration of its identity—one that integrates normative aspirations with pragmatic security
considerations. As defence budgets expand (Figure 1) and strategic instruments such as the European Peace
Facility are operationalised, the EU is acquiring new tools to assert its presence in a volatile security
environment. The creation of shared procurement mechanisms and investments in new defence systems,
technologies etc. (Figure 3) also marks a shift toward the development of credible capabilities, which are
essential to underpin any vision of strategic autonomy.

At the same time, this transition is riddled with tensions. Despite rhetorical commitments to act more cohesively,
intra-EU divergences in strategic culture, national threat perceptions, and political will remain significant. The
normative ambition to be a global peace-promoting actor must now coexist with geopolitical realities that
demand power projection, resilience, and deterrence. Bridging this gap between identity and capacity remains
a critical challenge for the EU.

The incorporation of economic and military dimensions into the EU’s security posture represents more than a
policy adjustment—it signifies a conceptual shift. The figures reflecting growing national and collective defence
spending (Figures 1 and 2), along with the scope of assistance to Ukraine (Figure 4), suggest a clear departure
from the traditional reluctance to engage in hard power dynamics. Instead, the EU is constructing a hybrid
security identity, balancing its normative heritage with emerging operational responsibilities and geopolitical
ambitions.

This shift also redefines the meaning of strategic autonomy. No longer an abstract notion confined to policy
documents, autonomy is increasingly associated with measurable inputs: financial allocations, defence
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procurement, operational capabilities, and institutional adaptability. As shown in recent academic contributions
(Rieker and Giske, 2024; Bojinovi¢ Fenko and Brsakoska-Bazerkoska, 2024), the ability to act autonomously
entails not only the willingness to formulate independent policies but also the material capacity to implement
them. Within this context, the EU’s recent initiatives—such as increased joint defence investments, operational
missions, and rapid reaction forces—demonstrate the emergence of a more assertive and capable European
security actor.

Nevertheless, this emerging identity remains contested and incomplete. The EU still lacks a unified threat
assessment, common strategic culture, and cohesive decision-making architecture. Fragmentation in national
approaches continues to undermine the Union’s capacity to respond swiftly and decisively to external crises.
Moreover, the EU’s dependency on NATO—and particularly the United States—for high-end military
capabilities underscores the limits of European strategic sovereignty in the near term.

As the EU’s security identity evolves, so too must the academic frameworks through which it is analysed.
Traditional dichotomies—such as normative vs. strategic, civilian vs. military, or soft vs. hard power—no
longer suffice to explain the complexity of the Union’s evolving role. The empirical data now available,
including trends in defence spending and external engagements, challenge static conceptualisations and call for
more dynamic, multidimensional theories of European actorness and strategic behaviour. The EU’s transition
from a normative ambition to a geopolitical reality is not linear, nor is it irreversible—but it is unmistakably
underway.

For policymakers, this evolution presents both opportunities and dilemmas. The redefinition of the EU’s security
role offers the chance to build a more resilient, capable, and autonomous actor in global affairs. Yet it also
demands a careful balancing act between internal cohesion, democratic accountability, and responsiveness to a
rapidly changing threatenvironment. As the EU continues to navigate the turbulence of strategic transformation,
future research should closely examine how defence investments, strategic cultures, institutional mechanisms,
and external partnerships interact to shape the Union’s security trajectory.

In sum, the EU’s security identity isno longer a question of aspiration—it is a matter of empirical development,
political will, and strategic necessity. The convergence of ambition and capacity will determine whether the EU
can sustain its transition from a civilian power with normative intent to a geopolitical actor equipped for
responsibility in an era of strategic uncertainty and a dynamically evolving global and regional security
environment.
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