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Multilateral international cooperation became an important form of international governance after World War II 
and saw another wave of initiatives in the 1990s. Today, multilateralism refers to an international way of 
conducting peaceful negotiations and diplomacy, and is also referred to as the 'rules-based international order' 
or 'rules-based multilateralism. International organisations such as the United Nations (UN) and the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) are multilateral by nature. According to the relevant literature, many multilateral institutions  
function as legal frameworks, limiting opportunistic approaches, while acting as coordination points, facilitating 
the exchange of information. In the past decade, geopolitical developments have challenged the functioning of 
multilateral organisations, leading experts to refer to a 'crisis of multilateralism'. 
The European Union is itself a multilateral entity and the promotion and protection of the multilateral rules-based 
order are fundamental goals of its external action. Multilateralism lies at the core of the EU's identity, and its 
strategy to promote its values and defend its interests. 
The European Parliament expresses its position on multilateralism in the annual resolutions it adopts on the 
common foreign and security policy, on human rights and democracy and EU policy on the matter, on the 
common security and defence policy, and in its yearly recommendation to the Council on the EU's priorities in 
the sessions of the UN General Assembly. One example of this is the European Parliament recommendation of 
9 June 2021 to the Council on the 75th and 76th sessions of the United Nations General Assembly. 
The main principles upheld by the European Parliament are, first, that the EU should remain a strong supporter 
of a multilateralism that is based on rules and values; and second, that the EU and the Member States should 
enhance their support to multilateral institutions.  
The European Parliament supports a leadership role for the EU in the defence and promotion of freedom, 
democracy and human rights in multilateral forums and reform of key multilateral institutions and organisations, 
in order to improve their efficiency and increase their resilience. 
 
Multilateralism 
 
Multilateralism and democracy – A European Parliament perspective 
In-depth analysis by Mario Damen, June 2022 
This analysis looks into the complex relationship between two trends in international governance: an increase in 
multilateral arrangements between countries in order to govern internationally on the one hand, and a lack of 
democratic control over the decisions taken by multilateral organisations or conferences on the other. 
 
Consolidating strategic ties with democracies, pp. 151-159 in: Future Shocks 2022 – Addressing risks and  
building capabilities for Europe in a contested world 
Study, EPRS, April 2022 
The EU, which is centred around soft power and is bound to balance the pursuit of its own interests with respect 
for international values, has constantly aimed to leverage its economic and diplomatic influence, coordinate more 
effectively among its members, and build strategic partnerships with other major democracies and international 
regional organisations such as the African Union and ASEAN – the Association of Southeast Asian Nations. 
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Values on the retreat? The role of values in the EU's external policies 
Study by Mario Damen, March 2022 
There is a general perception in Western countries that the role of values as a foreign policy driver is currently 
on the decline. This study – part of the 'Global trends in external policies' series – seeks to contribute to the 
debate by investigating what is meant by 'values', whether their importance is on the wane, if so, how this 
manifests itself, and how the European Union (EU) can respond to these trends. 
 
The European Union and the multilateral system – Lessons from past experience and future challenges 
Briefing by David O'Sullivan, March 2021 
EPRS often invites leading experts and commentators to share their thinking and insights on important features 
of the European Union as a political and economic system. In this paper, David O'Sullivan, former Secretary 
General of the European Commission and EU Ambassador to the United States, reflects on the Union's 
contribution to and standing in the multilateral system, which it has done so much to support and pioneer, as 
well as on some of the issues confronting Europe if it is to maximise its influence in international economic forums 
of various kinds. 
 
The future of multilateralism and strategic partnerships 
Briefing by Elena Lazarou, September 2020 
The coronavirus pandemic has exacerbated global geopolitical trends, including the struggle to uphold 
multilateralism in a climate of growing nationalism, protectionism and rising great power competition. At the 
same time, it has demonstrated the need for multilateral cooperation for the effective mitigation of cross-border 
threats, including health crises. In this context, the EU, a multilateral entity in itself, has illustrated the relevance of 
cooperation. Beyond its own internal strengthening, the EU has set the defence and reform of multilateralism as 
one of its key priorities under the current European Commission. This will require a more coordinated and 
autonomous EU foreign policy, a smart approach towards the escalating US-China rivalry, reinvigorated 
cooperation with major democracies, and mobilisation of the EU's foreign policy tools, widely defined.  
 
A renewed approach to multilateralism, pp. 28-30 in: On the path to 'strategic autonomy' – The EU in an 
evolving geopolitical environment 
Study, EPRS, September 2020 
This study shows that political will and the capacity to act are key prerequisites to achieving effective 'strategic 
autonomy', and that the EU and its Member States need to operate on the basis of a common understanding of 
the concept itself, which is still in the making. 
 
Protecting, promoting and projecting Europe's values and interests in the world 
Briefing by Naja Bentzen, September 2020 
In its foreign policy, the EU is committed to 'promoting its values and interests', which include democracy, 
freedom, human rights, the rule of law, pluralism, peace and security, and multilateralism. Worldwide, however, 
the values and interests that the EU stands for are under mounting pressure, pressure that the pandemic has 
further intensified. 
 
Championing European values and multilateralism, Chapter 9 in: Ten opportunities for Europe post-
coronavirus – Exploring potential for progress in EU policy-making 
In-depth analysis, EPRS, July 2020 
The pandemic is a global stress test for democracies worldwide. With its human-centric values more pertinent 
than ever, the EU has an opportunity to unite democratic allies in stepping up standards. 
 

  

https://www.linkedin.com/company/european-parliamentary-research-service
http://epthinktank.eu/
https://www.pinterest.com/epinfographics/eprs/
https://twitter.com/EP_ThinkTank
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCpBeaEkpytvBHzHzcck0VyQ
http://epthinktank.eu/
https://twitter.com/EP_ThinkTank
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2022/639318/EXPO_STU(2022)639318_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/689365/EPRS_BRI(2021)689365_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/652071/EPRS_BRI(2020)652071_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2020/652096/EPRS_STU(2020)652096_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2020/652096/EPRS_STU(2020)652096_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/652061/EPRS_BRI(2020)652061_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2020/652035/EPRS_IDA(2020)652035_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2020/652035/EPRS_IDA(2020)652035_EN.pdf


 

  

FOLLOW EPRS european parliamentary research service 

http://epthinktank.eu EPINFOGRAPHICS/EPRS 

@EP_thinktank european parliamentary research service 

 

Working with international actors 
 
Outcome of the 2022 G20 summit in Bali, Indonesia 
Briefing by Marc Jütten, December 2022 
On 15 and 16 November 2022, the Group of Twenty (G20) held the 17th annual summit of its leaders, the first 
fully fledged physical leaders' meeting since the COVID-19 pandemic began. One take-away from this year's 
summit was that the role of the emerging countries from the Global South is growing. They were decisive in 
overcoming differences between the major geopolitical players. The Bali Summit was the first in what will be a 
series of Global South G20 presidencies.  
 
The 2022 G20 Summit – Another step towards recovery or a growing rift? 
Briefing by Angelos Delivorias, September 2022 
The Indonesian Presidency focused on three interconnected pillars: the global health architecture, the sustainable 
energy transition, and digital transformation, to secure a sustainable future while driving digital innovation. It also 
highlighted the need for further reforms in global taxation, stronger cooperation on fighting corruption, deeper 
infrastructure financing, and more democratic and representative international cooperation. 
 
The 2022 G7 Summit: Against the backdrop of Russia's war on Ukraine 
Briefing by Marcin Szczepański, July 2022 
The 48th G7 Summit took place at Schloss Elmau, Germany, on 26-28 June 2022. Russia's war on Ukraine has 
affected the G7's deliberations heavily this year. It has also created pressing new global challenges, which were 
discussed both in the preparatory meetings and at the summit itself. 
 
Climate change considerations for EU security and defence policy 
Briefing by Elena Lazarou with Linda Tothova, June 2022 
The EEAS supports international organisations and third countries in addressing the relationship between climate 
change and civilian-military missions. Furthermore, a structural exchange has been established on the climate, 
energy and environmental aspects of missions and operations with relevant UN counterparts. 
 
Summit for Democracy 
'At a glance' note by Ionel Zamfir, December 2021 
The Summit for Democracy, pledged by US President Joe Biden in his 2020 electoral campaign, came to fruition 
on 9 and 10 December 2021. It was the first-ever global summit dedicated to harnessing international support 
for democratic renewal and launched the 2022 'year of action', aimed at fostering resilient democracies worldwide. 
 
The 2021 G20 Summit – Bridging global rifts for a greener and more sustainable future 
Briefing by Ionel Zamfir, October 2021 
With its informal nature, the G20 is a vital global platform, bringing together the leaders of all the major developed 
and emerging economies, regardless of their political systems. In a global context characterised by growing rifts 
between the major geopolitical powers, the US and China in particular, the 2021 summit will be an opportunity 
to show how committed countries still are to multilateral rules and cooperation, but also how much trust remains 
to sustain the G20's customary voluntary commitments. 
 
G7 summit, June 2021: Asserting democratic values in the post-crisis context 
Briefing by Ionel Zamfir, June 2021 
This year's event is expected to mark a return to strong global cooperation among the world's major democracies. 
The leaders of four guest states – Australia, India, South Africa and South Korea – will join the leaders of the G7 
nations and the EU, thus reinforcing the group's global democratic representativeness. The G7 has built up a 
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reputation for being an informal framework of cooperation on major global issues, which is driven by a shared 
commitment to the fundamental values of liberal democracy. This year's summit is expected to reaffirm these 
values in the face of assertive authoritarian tendencies elsewhere in the world. 
 
European Union involvement in the United Nations system – Broad partnership based on shared 
commitment to multilateralism 
In-depth analysis by Ionel Zamfir, September 2020 
Over the years, the EU has become a key player in the United Nations system. The UN remains an organisation of 
sovereign states, and this is reflected in the functioning of its bodies, agencies and programmes. The EU enjoys 
observer status in many of these and is the only international organisation to have secured enhanced observer 
status in the UN General Assembly. The EU leverages its influence through its significant financial contribution to 
the UN system, through its enhanced partnerships with various entities within the UN system, and through close 
coordination with its Member States on positions to be defended in the organisation. 
 
EU in the world 
 
ASEAN: The EU's strategic partner in Asia 
Briefing by Ulrich Jochheim, December 2022 
Founded in 1967, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is often compared with the EU. Both 
organisations have brought together former adversaries and successfully resolved tensions through cooperation, 
helping to bring peace and prosperity to their regions. However, the EU and ASEAN operate in very different ways. 
 
Understanding the EU's approach to a new partnership with Africa 
Briefing by Eric Pichon, February 2022 
Africa has been put at the core of the Commission's geopolitical work programme and of the French Presidency 
of the Council of the EU. In February 2022, a summit between EU and African Heads of State and Government will 
discuss ways to build a new and comprehensive partnership. 
 
Towards a joint Western alternative to the Belt and Road Initiative? 
Briefing by Gisela Grieger, December 2021 
At their 2021 G7 Summit, leaders from Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the UK and the US agreed on a 
global 'values-driven, high-standard and transparent infrastructure partnership', known as the 'Build Back Better  
World' (B3W) initiative, which echoes US President Joe Biden's 2020 'Build Back Better' campaign trail slogan. It is 
the first collective attempt of major democracies to craft a sustainable and targeted alternative to the BRI and to 
address the challenges it poses to the rules-based international order.  
 
ASEAN: The EU's strategic partner in Asia 
Briefing by Martin Russell, November 2021 
The EU and ASEAN – the Association of Southeast Asian Nations – operate in very different ways. ASEAN is a 
strictly intergovernmental organisation in which decisions are based on consensus. While this approach has 
made it difficult for south-east Asian countries to achieve the same level of integration as the EU, it has also 
enabled ASEAN to accommodate huge disparities among its 10 member states. 
 
Prospects for EU-Asia connectivity – The 'European way to connectivity' 
Briefing by Enrico D’Ambrogio, April 2021 
In September 2018, the EU adopted a joint communication on 'Connecting Europe and Asia – Building blocks for 
an EU strategy'. The strategy proposes that the EU engage with its Asian partners through a sustainable, 
comprehensive and rules-based approach to connectivity, exploiting existing and planned EU networks. It 
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acknowledges the presence of a significant investment gap in connectivity and recognises the need to mobilise 
and strengthen cooperation with private investors, national and international institutions, and multilateral 
development banks. Analysts welcomed the strategy as the EU response to China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 
 
Towards a new EU strategy with Africa – A renewed focus on outreach 
Briefing by Eric Pichon, June 2020 
Africa is at the core of the Commission's geopolitical work programme. In March 2020, the European Commission 
and the High Representative of the EU for Foreign and Security Policy proposed to build a new and comprehensive 
partnership with the continent. Although the proposal builds mainly on existing frameworks, its high profile and 
the clear commitment to the African Union (AU) make it an important milestone in a partnership effort initiated 
several years ago. In order to preserve its own economic and security interests in the face of increased geopolitical 
competition, the EU intends to continue to be an important player on the African continent. 
 
The EU and multilateral conflict management – The case of the Central African Republic 
Briefing by Erich Pichon, June 2020 
The EU supports multilateralism in the furtherance of peace and security, acting as a partner to both the United 
Nations and regional organisations in the effort to prevent violent conflict, mitigate their consequences and aid 
long-term recovery. The EU – Central African Republic's biggest donor – is part of a dense UN-led network of 
external actors committed to supporting the government and national partners in the pursuit of peace among 
the parties to the conflict. No previous peace accord has been the object of so much effort from the international 
community as the political agreement brokered in February 2019 in Khartoum. Its tenuous implementation has 
reduced overall levels of insecurity without winning all hearts and minds. The EU has developed a particular 
synergy with the UN on security sector reform. 
 
Multilateralism in EU security and trade policy 
 
Peace and Security in 2022: Overview of EU action and outlook for the future 
Study by Elena Lazarou and Ionel Zamfir, July 2022 
Linking the study to the Normandy Index, which measures threats to peace and democracy worldwide based on 
the EU Global Strategy, each chapter analyses a specific threat to peace and presents an overview of EU action to 
counter the related risks. 
 
Outcome of the 2022 WTO ministerial conference: Is the glass half empty or half full? 
'At a glance' note by Gisela Grieger, June 2022 
From 12 to 17 June 2022, the World Trade Organization (WTO) held an extended 12th ministerial conference 
(MC12), after it had been postponed twice owing to the pandemic. Although the outcome of the MC12 was the 
result of hard-won compromises, it covers a wide range of key agenda items and may be said to provide new 
momentum for the WTO, which critics have often portrayed as moribund. The WTO has proved its centrality for 
crafting multilateral solutions for global challenges, notably against the backdrop of rising geopolitical tensions. 
 
Resilience of global supply chains – Challenges and solutions 
Briefing by Marcin Szczepański, November 2021 
The growing importance of global supply chains has fundamentally changed the way the global economy and 
goods manufacturing are organised. While trade conducted through global supply chains has fallen somewhat as 
a share of total trade since the 2008-2010 global financial and economic crisis, more than two thirds of 
international trade still involves transactions made possible by such chains. The EU is deeply involved in these 
production chains, more so than most other countries, and significantly more than both the US and China. 
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Multilateral investment court: Framework options 
Briefing by Issam Hallak, June 2021 
The Council of the EU has authorised the European Commission to represent the EU and its Member States in the 
intergovernmental talks at the United Nations Commission on International Trade Law (UNCITRAL), with a view 
to reforming the existing investor-state dispute settlement (ISDS) system. The latter provides a procedural 
framework for disputes between international investors and host states in relation to international investment 
agreements, and relies on arbitration procedures. 
 
Charting a course through stormy waters – The EU as a maritime security actor 
Briefing by Tania Lațici with Branislav Staníček and Eric Pichon, February 2021 
It is argued that if the EU-27 were to combine the capacities and capabilities of their navies, they would form one 
of the world's largest maritime powers. There is therefore room for better integration of capabilities and for 
greater coherence among the EU's tools to promote its multi-dimensional strategic maritime interests. As around 
90 % of global goods are traded via maritime routes, freedom of navigation, security, sustainability and respect 
for international law are crucial for the EU. These routes are however becoming increasingly contested and 
restricted, reflecting new patterns of global power distribution. In the security and defence field, the EU's common 
security and defence policy instruments, not least its missions and operations abroad, are the most visible 
manifestation of its role as a maritime actor. 
 
The European Parliament's evolving soft power – From back-door diplomacy to agenda-setting: 
Democracy support and mediation 
Briefing by Naja Bentzen and Beatrix Immenkamp, September 2019 
Over recent decades, the European Parliament has raised its profile significantly as a credible moral force with a 
strong focus on strengthening human rights, supporting democracy and enhancing the rule of law worldwide. 
The European Parliament's democracy support activities are part of its 'soft-power' approach to international 
relations. What is more, Parliament can convey messages through channels that are different from, and 
complementary to, those employed by the EU's traditional diplomatic players; for example, through its 
parliamentary networks. The European Parliament also enjoys Treaty-based information and consultation rights, 
allowing its Members to shape the EU's external policies. 
 
Multilateralism in international trade: Reforming the WTO 
Briefing by Roderick Harte, December 2018 
Since its establishment in 1995, the World Trade Organization (WTO) has embodied the multilateral trading 
system. Despite successes in some areas, including the effective settlement of numerous trade disputes and the 
conclusion of new multilateral trade agreements, the WTO is currently facing serious challenges to its legitimacy 
and its effective functioning. 
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