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Future of European defence

Significant progress in bolstering EU defence has been made in recent years. However, the shift in United States
(US) policy on Ukraine has prompted European leaders to convene several times, to coordinate their response.
The European Parliament is due to discuss the future of European defence during the March plenary session.

Background

Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine has been a wake-up call for the EU, highlighting the urgent need to
strengthen its capacity to act, spend more and better on defence, enhance its defence capabilities and
boost its defence industry, as called for in the Versailles Declaration and the Strategic Compass. The EU has
made significant progress since, outlining an ambitious programme for the new European Commission,
which now includes a Commissioner for Defence and Space — Andrius Kubilius. In her political guidelines,
the President of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, identified defence as a priority and a key
sector in completing the single market. Essential to that effort is building a European defence union.

The significant change in US policy on Ukraine following President Donald Trump's re-election has placed
Europe in a challenging situation, with European leaders meeting multiple times in February and March 2025
to coordinate their response. While France and the United Kingdom (UK) advocate deploying troops to
Ukraine as a 'security guarantee' after a ceasefire agreement, other European countries remain divided.
Following a tense Oval Office meeting with Trump, the President of Ukraine, Volodymyr Zelenskyy, received
strong support from European leaders at a London summit on 2 March 2025, where they talked about taking
a more active role in securing peace amid concerns over US commitment. Several options are being
discussed, including a one-month partial truce. On 4 March, von der Leyen introduced the ReArm Europe
five-point initiative to boost EU defence spending and capabilities. The plan includes EU-backed loans of
up to €150 billion; activation of the national escape clause for defence spending; use of cohesion policy
funds for defence; and mobilisation of private capital, including through European Investment Bank (EIB)
involvement.

Strategic Compass

The March 2022 EU Strategic Compass outlines a comprehensive plan to enhance EU security and defence
by 2030 around four interconnected pillars: Act (increasing the EU's capacity to act); Invest (investing in
defence and boosting the defence industry); Secure (increasing resilience); and Partner (enhancing
defence partnerships). Two annual progress reports have been published, outlining significant progress in
each pillar; a third is expected in March 2025. For instance, the EU is operationalising the Rapid Deployment
Capacity, a modular force of 5 000 troops. Member States' combined defence spending has been increased
significantly, with €326 billion allocated in 2024 (compared with around €218 billion in 2021). A potential
update of the Strategic Compass was discussed during the confirmation hearing of the High
Representative/Vice-President of the Commission (HR/VP).

Defence industrial dimension

The war in Ukraine has revealed vulnerabilities in the EU's defence technological and industrial base (EDTIB),
including over-reliance on non-EU imports, fragmented production and supply, under-investment and
limited production capacity. The EU has sought to increase defence industry cooperation and investment
through initiatives such as the European Defence Fund (EDF), aimed at incentivising joint defence research
and capability development, and the European Defence Industry Reinforcement through Common
Procurement Act (EDIRPA), which encourages joint procurement in defence. The Act in Support of
Ammunition Production (ASAP) boosts defence production for ammunition and missiles to meet growing
demand. In March 2024, the Commission launched the first European defence industrial strategy (EDIS)
to optimise the EDTIB's potential. EDIS encourages Member States to 'invest more, better, together, and
European' in order to boost European defence readiness. Key actions include enhancing EU defence
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industrial readiness through the proposed European defence industry programme (EDIP). In terms of
financing, proposed ideas include defence bonds, an increased EU budget, more EIB involvement, a
rearmament bank, using cohesion funds, tapping unused COVID recovery funds, and exempting defence
from EU limits on government spending in triggering the 'emergency clause'.

Security and defence with others: The partnership dimension

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) is a key partner for the EU in security and defence, with
23 EU Member States belonging to the Alliance. In 2023, the partners signed a third Joint Declaration on
EU-NATO cooperation. NATO's July 2024 Washington Summit Declaration highlighted the EU as an
essential partner and referred to unprecedented levels of cooperation, including on space, cyber, climate
and defence, emerging and disruptive technologies, and support for Ukraine. In October 2024,
von der Leyen and Mark Rutte, the Secretary General of NATO, agreed to set up a high-level task force to
strengthen existing NATO—EU cooperation. Beyond NATO, partnerships have been pursued through the
new tailor-made security and defence partnerships (SPDs), for cooperation in areas ranging from
operations, hybrid threats and non-proliferation, to counter-terrorism and maritime security, to women,
peace and security. In 2024, the European External Action Service signed the first set of SDPs with Norway,
Moldova, Japan, the Republic of Korea, Albania and North Macedonia; further partnerships are envisaged.
With the new US administration adopting a narrative of 'burden shifting' to Europe, some think-tanks, such
as Egmont, have made the case for an urgent need to build the European pillar in NATO. Cooperation on
defence with the UK, particularly in the context of Ukraine, is also deemed central. UK Prime Minister
Keir Starmer participated in an extraordinary meeting of EU leaders on defence on 3 February 2025.

Investing in preparedness and civil defence

Ursula von der Leyen tasked former Finnish President Sauli Niinistd with writing a report on EU civilian and
defence preparedness and readiness. The report, presented on 30 October 2024, emphasises the need for
‘comprehensive preparedness'; suggests integrating a 'security and preparedness check' into the Better
Regulation Toolbox; explores the feasibility of an EU preparedness law and of a European civil defence
mechanism; and endorses the idea of a 72-hour self-sufficiency target for households across the EU. Two
financing facilities are proposed, as well as options for investment in preparedness in the next multiannual
financial framework. It presents some 80 recommendations for the short and longer term. The 2025
Commission work programme includes a preparedness union strategy, meant to enhance crisis resilience.

EU military support for Ukraine

Between 2022 and 2024, the EU allocated €6.1 billion through the European Peace Facility (EPF) to support
Ukraine's military. Including bilateral military aid from EU Member States, total EU support for the Ukrainian
army is estimated at €48.5 billion. In March 2024, the EU raised the EPF's financial ceiling by €5 billion,
establishing a dedicated Ukraine Assistance Fund. In 2024, the EU adopted measures to channel revenues
from immobilised Russian assets towards supporting Ukraine, with the first €1.5 billion payment made on
26 July 2024. On 24 October, the Council approved a financial package in line with G7 commitments,
comprising a macro-financial assistance loan for up to €35 billion and a mechanism to use these revenues
for loan repayments. Additionally, under the EU Military Assistance Mission for Ukraine (EUMAM Ukraine),
75 000 Ukrainian soldiers will have been trained by the end of February 2025. The EU is also putting together
a new defensive initiative, to support Ukraine with ammunition capabilities in the short term.

White paper on the future of European defence

In her political guidelines, von der Leyen committed the Commission to presenting a white paper on the
future of European defence in the first 100 days of the mandate (now due for 19 March), handing the task
to the new HR/VP and to the Commissioner for Defence and Space. The white paper is expected to focus
mainly on defence sector capability issues, industrial competitiveness and investment needs. It should
frame the overall approach to EU defence integration, with the aim of strengthening the EU's ability to
respond to threats, particularly in the context of Russia's continuing aggression on Ukraine, evolving
geopolitical challenges to the south, and increased military capabilities of other global actors. Among other
things, the white paper is expected to outline paths towards key initiatives such as a European air shield;
expanded cyber-defence capabilities; closer EU-NATO cooperation; more efficient defence spending;
reduction of external dependencies in defence procurement; and increased intra-EU collaboration on
industrial, innovation, procurement and production matters.
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