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Introduction
In 2015 the debate about a “European army” re-surfaced in
the European public sphere. First, the Commission’s President
Jean-Claude Juncker praised the idea as leading to more intensive cooperation between EU member states and savings in
defence procurement. According to Juncker, it would “show to
the world that there would never be a war between EU countries again” and it would show that “we mean it seriously with
the defence of European values” (Balzli, 2015). Later, the concept of a European army won explicit support by a number
of actors, including the European People’s Party (EPP, 2015),
and (very carefully) by the German government, which even
refers to the concept in its coalition programme (CDU et al.,
2013: 123). Unsurprisingly, the idea was met with fierce opposition from the United Kingdom, Central European EU member countries (Gotev et al., 2015) as well as some important
actors at the EU level, such as the Socialists and Democrats
group in the European Parliament (Michalopoulos, 2015).
But what does the notion of the “European army” actually
mean? The aim of this policy paper is to review the current

state of European defence, identify the key problems and possible ways forward (one of which surely is a creation of a “European army”), and to argue for one of them.
The key message is as follows: There is no other way
forward for European defence, but more cooperation
among national armies in force generation and
defence procurement and planning. The concept
of “European army” that politicians time to time
raise in public is ill-defined and its use stirs the
media debate, but does not bring us any closer
to a Europe, which is military stronger and more
capable of providing for its member states’ security.
For now, the only realistic option is voluntary minilateral cooperation among member states.
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European defence past and present
The idea of a “European army” is not new. It started with
the European Defence Community in early 1950s, which was
supposed to create a genuine European army under supranational European command with a common budget and common institutions (Treaty Constituting the European Defence
Community, 1952). The failure of the EDC caused the materialization of all military cooperation in Western Europe solely
within the NATO framework. Ever since the European integration process turned back to security issues after the end of
the Cold War, the European Union never had ambitions as
high as could have been the case in 1950s.
Instead of a “European army” – common defence policy, the
EU just created a common foreign and security policy (CFSP),
in which the security cooperation was later elaborated further
into the common security and defence policy (CSDP).
While the Treaty on European Union never
mentions a “European army”, it does enable the
EU to create policies on “all questions relating
to Union’s security, including the progressive
framing of a common defence policy that might
lead to a common defence” (Art. 24(1) TEU).
The “common defence” requires a unanimous decision by the
European Council to be established (Art. 42(2) TEU), but

the Treaty is not very helpful in suggesting what exactly such
“common defence” should entail. The treaty just ensures that
any cooperation resulting from the CSDP must be compatible
with the member states’ commitments in NATO, which for
them “remains the foundation of their collective defence and
the forum for its implementation” (Art. 42(7) TEU).
Since the launch of the CSDP in 1999, a number of initiatives have brought national militaries closer to each other and
established various forms of cooperation among them that include common institutions, common procurement initiatives,
creation of common forces, and, last but not least, common
operations.
At the moment, the CSDP is based within a defined institutional framework that comprises of specialised Council working groups and committees, crisis management bodies within
the European External Action Service, pre-identified national
operational headquarters for EU military operations, as well
as ready-made financial mechanism Athena to pre-finance
planned operations, and specialised agencies, such as the European Defence Agency (EDA).
The EU has introduced various forms of “European” forces,
such as the EU Rapid Reaction Force and the EU battlegroups, that are composed of national forces flagged for potential deployment under the EU command. And indeed, the EU
has been able to conduct a number of military operations overseas, mostly in the Balkans and in sub-Saharan Africa since
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2003. In addition, there is a mutual clause in the basic treaties
since Lisbon Treaty entered into force (Art. 42(7) TEU).
At first sight, the EU may seem to have established a working security and defence policy. There are, however, various

problems that compromise the EU as a military power. Many
of them, moreover, compromise the military power of the EU
member states as well.

Problems of the current setup
At the EU level, all security and defence policy is organized on
an ad hoc basis. It is true that there are standing institutions
that support the conduct and planning of the policy.
However the actual conduct is dependent on multiple levels of
unanimous decision-making by the Council and, in addition,
unilateral readiness of individual member states to participate
in the specific operation. As a result, the EU does not only act
very slowly most of the times, because there is a need to agree
on the suitability of EU action, to develop a plan of operation,
and to adopt a specific mandate (cf. Mattelaer, 2008), but also
depends on the member states for implementation.

As a result, the EU does not only act very slowly most
of the times, because there is a need to agree on the
suitability of EU action, to develop a plan of operation,
and to adopt a specific mandate (cf. Mattelaer, 2008), but
also depends on the member states for implementation.

The case of the EU military operation in Chad and Central
African Republic revealed that the mere fact that all member
states agree in the Council on the suitability and necessity of
an EU action does not mean that they automatically stand
their respective forces at disposal. In this particular case, the
operation was delayed by almost a year, because there were
not enough national capabilities ready to be deployed (Helly,
2009).
“European” forces have always only existed
on paper, but were never deployed in reality.
The Rapid Reaction Force was conceived as a catalogue of
national forces, theoretically available for an EU operation,
from the very beginning. The battlegroups were, in contrast,
designed as new multinational units that trained together
and were supposed to represent the force of first entry where
a rapid reaction was needed. Although there have always been
two battlegroups on standby since 2007, none of them has ever
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been deployed in reality, even though there were cases when
the units could have been used. The main reason always were
political second thoughts by the contributing member states
(or member states that were supposed to provide forces for
the rotation) when the time for deployment was imminent (cf.
Marchi Balossi-Restelli, 2011).
The inability to act at the EU level is, nevertheless, to a large
extent just a consequence of deeper problems at the level of the
member states. These problems hamper in a similar manner
their performance in NATO as well as their power as nation
states. They centre on several factors of internal and external
political character as well as economics of the sector: size of
defence budgets, efficiency of defence spending, and organisation of the defence sector, which is closely connected to the
argument of national sovereignty.
First and foremost, European countries spend ever less
on defence. The defence budgets have been declining
since the end of the Cold War and the trend does
not seem to be changing in most countries, despite
the changing security situation all around Europe.
While EU-28 defence spending declined by 9 percent between
2005 and 2014, India’s budget increased by 39 percent (e 38
billion in 2014), Russia’s by 97 percent (e 64 billion), and
China’s even by 167 percent (e 163 billion) over the same period. This contrasts with the US that has managed to maintain
the defence budget at approximately the same level (e 460

billion; decline by 0.4 percent) (European Political Strategy
Centre, 2015: 3).

The overall spending would not be a problem, if Europeans
managed to spend efficiently. This is, unfortunately,
not the case. While all major powers (the US, China,
and Russia) spend in a centralised manner, the EU
spends in 28 separate national budgets. For example, the
“European states have 89 different weapons programmes –
in contrast to 27 in the US” (Menon, 2015).

As a consequence, “at a cost of half that of the US, the Europeans obtained only a tenth of the capacity” (Briani, 2013:
28). The economic costs of the non-existent European cooperation in defence procurement and R&D and of the duplications
in European security and defence institutions at national level
are estimated somewhere between e 26 and e 130 billion every
year, which is more than half of total spending on defence at
the higher end (Ballester, 2013).
The European Defence Agency was established to enable common procurements and investments, but has not been able to
change the situation so far, lacking any power over member
states’ decisions. Similarly, the much-trumpeted programmes
of EU’s “pooling and sharing” and NATO’s “smart defence”
have not been able to tackle this lack of efficiency (cf. Faleg
and Giovannini, 2012).
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Lastly, even when the EU member states agree to
launch a common operation, they struggle with
interoperability. Their forces undergo different training
and are guided by different strategies. They are, in
short, national forces that occasionally try to cooperate.
But the national character is not limited to the very decision
of when and how to use the national military. It also covers the
equipment, because about four fifths of all defence equipment
in Europe is bought domestically (Menon, 2015). The result is
scattered defence equipment market, survival of less competitive companies, higher prices per unit, and equipment that
is not compatible with allies. European Commission has been
trying to reform the European defence market and the ways
in which the member states procure defence equipment (European Parliament and Council, 2009), but there has always
been a treaty limitation. Since the very beginning of the Euro-

pean integration, defence procurement has been shielded from
EU-wide competition by the (currently) article 346 TFEU,
which states that “any member state may take such measures
as it considers necessary for the protection of essential interests of its security which are connected with the production of
or trade in arms, munitions and war material”.

As a result, the European states’ power is
declining both in relative and in absolute terms.
The United States has been increasingly complaining about
the burden born by the US tax payers for Europe’s security (cf.
Gates, 2011; Breedlove, 2015) and the European neighbourhood suffers from multiple crises that often involve military
power. Apparently, Europeans need to change their approach
to their defence, but the question is how.
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Possible ways forward for European defence
There are several ways to reform the current state of European
security and defence policy. Here we try to assess advantages
and disadvantages of some of them.
Creation of a European army
While the creation of a European army may seem the ideal
option to tackle the current problems of the European security and defence policy, there are too many aspects that make
the whole idea rather problematic. An EU army would clearly
allow for a lot of savings and it would ensure better interoperability of European forces subordinated to a common leadership and planning. Centralised procurements would bring
about major profits from the economy of scale and lead to
a restructuring of the European defence industry, which would
be forced to higher competitiveness. Budget should not be
a major problem, because there are established ways of sharing costs at the EU level, such as according to the GNI, that
have even been used for the military operations. In addition,
given the increased efficiency, European army would probably
allow for higher capability and budget cuts at the same time.
Nevertheless, a European army would face too many problems and some of them seem unsurmountable for the moment.
Firstly and most importantly, European armies are mostly
used in crisis management overseas recently. Unlike territorial
defence, crisis management is always optional, legitimised by
a deliberation in the government and the parliament, which is

guided by a certain foreign and security policy strategy and
worldview. It is highly unclear who could legitimise operations
of an EU army. As Jan Zielonka argues, it is not possible to
“send soldiers possibly to their deaths on the basis of the vague
political declarations the EU is able to generate at present”
(Zielonka, 2015). In addition, some member states have got
interests and commitments far beyond Europe and the immediate European neighbourhood that are irrelevant for most
other members.
Should there be an EU army without a centralised
EU foreign policy the result could be even weaker and
more inefficient force than today. But a centralised
EU foreign policy would surely require a major treaty
revision and an openly declared loss of sovereignty
and autonomy on the part of the member states.
Secondly, it is unclear whether the European army would comprise all military forces of EU member states or just their
parts. The EDC provided for a centralised army in Europe,
but for national armies overseas. Such division would partially
solve the problem of various interests, because it would allow
for the national parts of the military force to deal with issues
that are not in common interest of all. Should the EU army be
conceived in a similarly limited version, however, much of the
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potential gains in efficiency would disappear, while the issue
of legitimacy and decision-making would arise all the same.
A European army is therefore a rhetorical tool,
rather than a realistic proposal. No wonder that
some consider it a “red herring” that should divert
attention from real problems (Menon, 2015).

defence industry and sizeable defence budget. Such PESCO
would be able to deliver some savings in defence procurement and increase in efficiency, but it would at the same
time raise expectations of a qualitative change in EU defence
policy on which it would never be able to deliver, risking
de-legitimization of the whole idea.
Introducing binding regulations
on defence procurement

Permanent Structured Cooperation
Permanent structured cooperation (PESCO) was introduced
to the basic EU law by the Lisbon Treaty as a defence variant of enhanced cooperation (Art. 44 TEU). Where there is
no agreement among all, a group of member states may take
a step towards more integration of their defence policies and
leave others behind (cf. Biscop and Coelmont, 2011). The
problem so far has been the inability and unwillingness of any
group of member states to launch such cooperation in practice.
PESCO meets similar problems like other forms of binding
regulation of the defence sector – the unwillingness of
member states to give up their sovereignty on security.
In addition, some key member states, most notably the United
Kingdom, would most probably not take part in any form of
PESCO. Without the UK, however, closer cooperation at the
European level hardly makes any sense, because it would exclude one of the most capable member states with a major

Bulk of the inefficiencies in the defence sector is connected to
the domestic preference and the effort to protect national industrial champions, which is possible under the current treaty
framework. The European Commission already tried to limit
the exemption by more precise definition of what constitutes
weapons and war material, because member states had tended
to interpret the Art. 346 TEU very broadly. The key inefficiencies, however, are covered by the article without any doubts –
weapons systems and defence research are increasingly costly
and that is where more cooperation and coordination among
member states is needed (Kirkpatrick, 2004).
Yet, there are significant reasons for the national preference
and protectionism. Firstly, there always is the official argument of confidentiality and reliability: the state should have
a guarantee that the contractor will not reveal the confidential
data on the military’s equipment to a possible opponent and
the state also needs to be sure that the contractor will be there
during the lifetime of the weaponry to provide service, spare
parts, and consumables, such as ammunition. Only domestic
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company is within the state’s reach and, if needed, help. Secondly, and rather more importantly for the decision-makers,
domestic preference (which is often materialized in the form of
offsets when there is no domestic supplier available) ensures
that the large sums of money from the defence budget provide for domestic jobs. Restructuring of the defence market,
which would inevitably follow any legally binding liberalisation of defence procurement, would cause social problems for
countries that host the less efficient industries.
As a result, the treaty exemption is there to stay and so is
the member states’ effort to protect their domestic industries
through direct contracts or offsets, despite the overall inefficiency that this system is causing.
Minilateral Cooperation
What remains as a possible way forward is a voluntary cooperation among some member states on a more regular or ad
hoc basis. Some examples have already materialized or have
been planned, such as the cooperation among North European
countries (NORDEFCO), between Belgium and the Netherlands, among Visegrád countries, or between France and the
UK (the Lancaster House agreement) (cf. Pertusot, 2015). The
European Defence Agency has identified and conducted various projects on which interested member states can participate
case by case (cf. EDA, 2015).

There are some undisputable advantages of the voluntary
minilateral cooperation. First of all, it does not encroach on
member states’ sovereignty. All participants need to take a decision to enter the specific form of cooperation and it does not
commit them to any further action. Where the undertaking
includes common procurement or development, each member
state decides how much they want to order and buy and in
which form. Such cooperation brings about some gains on efficiency and enables saving. Besides, it is fully compatible with
the current text of the EU treaties, as it usually happens outside the EU legal framework.
At the same time, this type of cooperation is administratively
very demanding, because it relies on specific international
agreements every time. The savings and gains in efficiency are
limited to the single area or product and the endeavour may
easily get bogged down in disagreements over final products
and discrepancies of national needs, which was the case in the
development of Eurofighter jets for example (Heinrich, 2015).
On top of it, common procurement by independent militaries
and states are difficult to organise due to asynchronous procurement cycles – individual countries need the products and
have money for payments at different moments in time. As
the life cycles of weaponry are very long, sometimes spanning
over decades, and prices very high, no one can afford to write
off working equipment prematurely.
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Policy recommendations
There are strong political and economic
incentives to launch a more ambitious
cooperation on defence in the EU.

While not without problems itself, the minilateral
cooperation is, therefore, the only realistic way
forward for EU defence cooperation at the moment.

Any major development, however, including the creation of
a European army, is doomed to face equally strong political and economic incentives and to plough into legal restrictions imposed by the EU treaties. Member states are not
ready to give up any parts of their sovereignty openly, because
their leaders would face wrath of populists that have already
achieved major gains in almost all European countries.

It will not bring results quickly and there is a lot of room for
failure. In particular, minilateral cooperation takes places in
an uncoordinated manner in the form of a number of parallel
projects. There is an urgent need to coordinate these efforts
and avoid duplications that can be avoided. The role of the
European Defence Agency cannot be underestimated in this
respect. The gains in efficiency will be limited and as a result,
defence budgets will need to be raised in order to maintain
member states’ capability to act. But there is no other option
if European countries do not want to resign on their security
and on playing a role in their neighbourhood.

The truth may be that no European country is
truly sovereign any longer, because none of them is
able to provide for their own security by themselves
(C. Mölling quoted in Dempsey, 2015), but the political
elite is unable to acknowledge this fact in public.
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Recommendations
1. The EU and member states’ politicians should resign
on the ambition to build an EU army, because it is unfeasible and diverts political attention from more realistic scenarios of defence cooperation among EU member
states.
2. The member states should engage in minilateral cooperation focused mainly on common procurement, but
not shy away from building of common forces where
possible. Particularly countries with a history of some
forms of cooperation should capitalize on existing trust
and seek for room for cooperation.
3. The member states should make more use of the
European Defence Agency to coordinate and initiate
such multilateral cooperation and to organize joint de-

fence research. The EDA has already run several programmes, but many lack funds because the member
states cut their budgets.
4. The member states should reverse the decrease in defence budgets, which became a symbol of European unwillingness to take up responsibility for their own security. Some member states have already taken this step
proving that it is feasible and politically viable.
5. The European Commission and the member states
should seek ways to abolishing the domestic preference
in defence procurement incrementally with the ultimate
goal of eliminating or limiting the impact of the Art.
346 TEU exemptions.

12

Volume 8
To download this and other policy papers, visit mec.mendelu.cz.

Think tank – Mendel European Centre

Literature
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Ballester, B. (2013) The Costs of Non-Europe in Common Security and Defence Policy, Brussels:
European Parliament, available at http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/
join/2013/494466/IPOL-JOIN ET%282013%29494466 EN.pdf (accessed 26 January 2016).
Balzli, B. (2015) Es wird keinen Grexit geben, Interview with Jean-Claude Juncker, Welt am Sonntag 8,
8 March 2015.
Breedlove, P. M. (ed.) (2015) Theater Strategy, Stuttgart: United States European Command, available
at http://www.eucom.mil/media-library/document/35147/useucom-theater-strategy (accessed
1 February 2016).
Biscop, S. and Coelmont, J. (2011) CSDP and the “Ghent Framework”: The Indirect Approach to
Permanent Structured Cooperation?, European Foreign Affairs Review 16(2): 149–167.
Briani, V. (2013) The Costs of Non-Europe in the Defence Field, CSF and IAI Working Paper (April
2013), available at http://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/
CSF-IAI noneuropedefence april2013.pdf (accessed 26 January 2016).
CDU, CSU and SPD (2013) Deutschlands Zukunft gestalten. Koalitionsvertrag zwischen CDU, CSU
und SPD, Berlin.
Countries Ranked by Military Strength (2016): available at http://www.globalfirepower.com/
countries-listing.asp (accessed 4 February 2016).
Dempsey, J. (2015) Judy Asks: Does the EU Need Its Own Army?, Carnegie Europe, 11 March,
available at http://carnegieeurope.eu/strategiceurope/?fa=59312 (accessed 26 January 2016).
EDA (2015) Annual Report 2014, Brussels: European Defence Agency.
EPP (2015) Protecting the Union and Promoting Our Values, Madrid, available at
http://madrid2015.epp.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/EPP-Congress-Document-Protectingthe-Union-and-Promoting-Our-Values EN.pdf (accessed 26 January 2016).

13

Volume 8
To download this and other policy papers, visit mec.mendelu.cz.

Think tank – Mendel European Centre

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

European Parliament and Council. Directive 2009/81/EC of the European Parliament and of the
Council of 13 July 2009 on the coordination of procedures for the award of certain works contracts,
supply contracts and service contracts by contracting authorities or entities in the fields of defence and
security, and amending Directives 2004/17/EC and 2004/18/EC. OJ L 216, 20. 8. 2009, p. 76. (2009).
European Political Strategy Centre (2015) In Defence of Europe: Defence Integration as a Response to
Europe’s Strategic Moment, EPSC Strategic Notes (4/2015), available at
http://ec.europa.eu/epsc/pdf/publications/en strategic note issue 4.pdf
(accessed 26 January 2016).
Faleg, G. and Giovannini, A. (2012) The EU between Pooling & Sharing and Smart Defence: Making
a virtue of necessity?, Brussels: CEPS.
Gates, R. M. (2011) The Security and Defense Agenda (Future of NATO), available at
http://archive.defense.gov/speeches/speech.aspx?speechid=1581 (accessed 30 November 2013).
Gotev, G. et al. (2015) UK, Central Europe frown at Juncker’s European army, EurActiv.com,
25 March, available at http://www.euractiv.com/sections/global-europe/uk-central-europefrown-junckers-european-army-313221 (accessed 26 January 2016).
Heinrich, M. N. (2015) The Eurofighter Typhoon programme: economic and industrial implications of
collaborative defence manufacturing, Defence Studies 15(4): 341–360.
Helly, D. (2009) EUFOR Tchad/RCA, in G. Grevi, D. Helly, and D. Keohane (eds).
ESDP: The first 10 years (1999-2009). Paris: EU ISS, pp. 339–351.
Kirkpatrick, D. L. I. (2004) Trends in the costs of weapon systems and the consequences, Defence and
Peace Economics 15(3): 259–273.
Marchi Balossi-Restelli, L. (2011) Fit for what? Towards explaining Battlegroup inaction, European
Security 20(2): 155–184.
Mattelaer, A. (2008) The Strategic Planning of EU Military Operations – The Case of EUFOR
TCHAD/RCA, Brussels: Vrije Universiteit.

14

Volume 8
To download this and other policy papers, visit mec.mendelu.cz.

Think tank – Mendel European Centre

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Menon, A. (2015) Debate on EU Army: Why Jean-Claude Juncker’s Proposal Is Empty Talk, EUtopia
Magazine, 12 June, available at http://eutopiamagazine.eu/en/anand-menon/speakerscorner/debate-eu-army-why-jean-claude-junckers-proposal-empty-talk
(accessed 27 January 2016).
Michalopoulos, S. (2015) No European army now, says S&D VP, EurActiv.com, 21 October, available at
http://www.euractiv.com/sections/global-europe/no-europeanarmy-now-says-sd-vp-318719 (accessed 26 January 2016).
Pertusot, V. (2015) European defence: minilateralism is not the enemy, European Geostrategy 7(32),
available at http://www.europeangeostrategy.org/2015/03/european-defencetime-minilateralism/ (accessed 28 January 2016).
Ryanova, D. and Kearns, I. (2015) The Wales Pledge Revisited: A Preliminary Analysis of 2015 Budget
Decisions in NATO Member States, ELN Policy Brief, February 2015, available at
http://www.europeanleadershipnetwork.org/medialibrary/2015/02/20/04389e1d/
ELN%20NATO%20Budgets%20Brief.pdf (accessed 27 January 2016).
SIPRI (2015) SIPRI Yearbook 2015: Armaments, Disarmament and International Security, Oxford:
Oxford University Press.
Treaty Constituting the European Defence Community (1952), available at
http://aei.pitt.edu/5201/1/5201.pdf (accessed 26 January 2016).
Treaty on European Union.
Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union.
Zielonka, J. (2015) Debate on EU Army: Should Europe be a Civilian or Military Power?, EUtopia
Magazine, 12 June, available at http://eutopiamagazine.eu/en/jan-zielonka/speakers-corner/
debate-eu-army-should-europe-be-civilian-or-military-power (accessed 27 January 2016).

15

Volume 8
To download this and other policy papers, visit mec.mendelu.cz.

Vignette
About the Author

Think tank – Mendel European Centre
About the Project: Objectives and Mission

Tomáš Weiss is Assistant Professor and Head of
Department of European Studies at the Faculty
of Social Sciences, Charles University, Prague.

Foundation of Think tank – Mendel European Centre has
a direct link to realisation of the European Commison
project Jean Monnet Centre of Excellence at Mendel
University in Brno, Czech Republic. The main objective
of the think tank is to contribute to the discussion
about advantages and disadvantages of membership
in EU and Eurozone. Activities of the think tank also
provide suggestions for futher process of deepening
of integration towards fiscal and political union.

His research focuses on foreign and security
policy of the EU and its member states. He
has participated in a number of national and
international research projects, including
TRANSWORLD – Transatlantic Relations
and the Future of Global Governance and
Czech Science Foundation-funded Czech
Foreign Policy in the European Union.
mec@mendelu.cz
Mendel
.
European
Centre

This project has been funded with support from
the European Commission, Jean Monnet Centre
of Excellence (Grant Decision No. 2012-2861).
Think tank – Mendel European Centre
Jean Monnet Centre of Excellence –
Economic Logic or Political Logic?
Is Fiscal Union Feasible for EU?

Series editor: Lubor Lacina
Weiss, T. Do we need an EU army? Which way for the European security and defence
cooperation. In: Lacina, L. Policy paper series of Mendel European Centre. Volume 8
(2/2016), 16 pp. Martin Stříž Publishing, Bučovice, Czech Republic. ISBN 978-80-87106-91-4.
Published and printed by Martin Stříž Publishing, Bučovice, Czech Republic, 2/2016, www.striz.cz.

