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Executive Summary

The growing instability of the international system, ongoing conflicts in Europe’s eastern
and southern neighbourhoods, and increasing uncertainty about US strategic priorities
have intensified the debate about Europe’s defence responsibilities.

Although the European Union is a major economic and regulatory power, it remains
militarily dependent on external security guarantees. To become a more autonomous
strategic actor, Europe needs to develop stronger military capabilities, strengthen its
defence industrial base, and improve policy coordination among member states.

The EU treaties already provide mechanisms that could eventually lead to a common
defence, but the unanimity requirement makes progress slow and politically difficult. As
a result, some states may seek flexible arrangements or intergovernmental initiatives to
advance defence integration and incorporate like-minded countries such as the UK,
Norway, Ukraine and Turkiye. At the same time, the development of a European pillar
within NATO represents a complementary effort to rebalance responsibilities within the
Alliance. Ultimately, close coordination between the EU and NATO will remain essential
to avoid duplication, maximise synergies, and ensure the long-term security of Europe.

US nuclear deterrence ambiguity in Europe raises doubts about its future commitments;
French and British forces offer limited but potentially devastating alternative deterrence
against Russia, and their role in European deterrence and defence should grow.

Shifting transatlantic dynamics require European nations to assume primary
responsibility for continental defence. Relying on the US security umbrella provides
temporary stability but creates long-term strategic risks. While American public and
congressional support for NATO remains solid at 60%, there is a growing, legitimate
demand for equitable burden-sharing. To ensure long-term stability, Europe must
transition from a dependent ally to a self-reliant security provider.

To achieve this, Europe must decisively build the capabilities and structures needed to
anchor its own defence. This effort should be advanced along three complementary
tracks:

e Inside the EU: build the military capabilities, defence industry, and CSDP
(Common Security and Defence Policy) institutions required for true strategic
autonomy.

¢« Within NATO: strengthen the Alliance's European pillar through a deliberate shift
in capabilities and command responsibilities from the US to Europe.

¢ To promote the development of a European Defence Union as a gradual political
and operational process, the aim of which is to build, on the basis of existing
structures, a more coherent, responsive and effective Europe capable of ensuring
its own security.



EUROPEAN DEFENCE: THE NORTH ATLANTIC TREATY FRAMEWORK
AND ITS INTERPLAY WITH THE EUROPEAN UNION

Political and military developments over the last few years have dramatically changed the
security environment in Europe: threats by Russia with its war of aggression against
Ukraine and hybrid warfare against NATO Allies; instability in Africa and the current
conflicts in the Middle East and the Gulf; unreliability of the US to honour its NATO
commitments and the aggressive policies of the Trump administration towards its Allies.

This has implications for transatlantic relations and both for the EU and NATO, as well as
the interplay between them. European Allies need to take more responsibility for their
collective defence. To become a more autonomous strategic actor, the European Union
(EU) members need to develop stronger military capabilities and structures, using in the
short and medium term the mechanisms already envisaged in the EU Treaties, as well as
flexible arrangements to advance European defence integration, that would allow for
inclusive defence cooperation with like-minded Allies and partners and especially with
Ukraine, our first line of defence and the most battle hardened army of Europe. These
efforts would contribute to the development of a European pillar of NATO that would
rebalance responsibilities within the Alliance.

NATO is founded on shared democratic values -democracy, liberty, rule of law- as
recognised in the North Atlantic Treaty (NAT) and reaffirmed in its 2022 Strategic Concept
(“We will remain the bulwark of the rules-based international order”). Like NATO, the
Treaty on the European Union (TEU) establishes that the Union’s action on the
international scene shall be guided by the principles of democracy, the rule of law, the
universality of human rights and fundamental freedoms, respect forinternational law and
the principles of the UN Charter (articles 2, 3.5 and 21). Common values have been for
over seven decades the foundation of transatlantic relations.

NATO commitments

Since its foundation in 1949, NATO has been the cornerstone of collective defence,
maintaining security in Europe and the North Atlantic area. Anchored in Article 5 of the
1949 NAT that an armed attack against one shall be considered an attack against all,
NATO membership obliges Allies to assist each other with such action as they deem
necessary to restore security. Each Ally decides what measures it will contribute, from
armed force to intelligence, capabilities, or sanctions against the aggressor. Crucially,
Article 5 is backed by standing command structures, integrated planning, permanent
forces and by a decisive US contribution, including the US nuclear umbrella that has
deterred threats for decades.

However, the Trump Administration has deprioritized Europe (as reflected in the National
Security Strategy of November 2025), imposed unilateral tariffs (inconsistent with Article
2 of the Treaty: “The Parties will [...] seek to eliminate conflict in their international
economic policies...”), menaced Allies with annexation (Denmark/Greenland, Canada
as “b1° state”), threatened to leave NATO (although this would need a 2/3 majority in the



Senate), and treated its Allies as subordinates, not as partners, demanding their support
while acting without consulting them (Ukraine, Iran). Treaty obligations are not just for
picking and choosing. An Alliance is not “a deal”, certainly not a transactional deal.

Defence provisions within the European Union: the CSDP.

The Treaty on European Union (TEU) introduced the Common Security and Defence
Policy (CSDP, articles 42 to 46), as an integral part of the Common Foreign and Security
Policy, to provide the EU with operational capacity drawing on civilian and military assets.
However, the CSDP has largely been oriented toward crisis-management operations
conducted outside the Union, as defined in Article 43, using capabilities provided by the
Member States (MS).

Article 4.2 TEU maintains that national security remains the sole responsibility of each
MS, implying that territorial defence is a matter for states. While Article 42.2 states that
the CSDP shall include the progressive framing of a common Union defence policy, for
the time being defence is implemented nationally and, for the majority of MS that are also
NATO members, through the Atlantic Alliance.

The mutual assistance clause

Nevertheless, Article 42.7 of the Treaty establishes a mutual assistance clause.
According to this provision, if a MS is the victim of armed aggression on its territory, the
other MS shall have towards it an obligation of aid and assistance by all the means in their
power, in accordance with Article 51 of the UN Charter.

This clause originated in the defence provisions of the former Western European Union.
According to some analysts, Article 42.7 creates a legally stronger obligation than NATO’s
Article 5, since it requires assistance using “all the means in their power”. However, it is
not backed by any EU integrated military command structure, to avoid duplicating the
one existing in NATO.

Infact, its second paragraph recognises NATO primacy for collective defence, stating that
commitments and cooperation in this area shall be consistent with commitments to
NATO, which remains the foundation of collective defence for NATO members (currently
23 EU members out of 27 are also members of NATO) and the forum for its
implementation. However, it is worth recalling that this paragraph was introduced at the
insistence of the UK and Denmark, and could now be seen as redundant, following Brexit
and the end of the Danish defence opt-outin 2022.

Article 42.7 also recognises the specificity of Member States Austria, Ireland, and Malta,
as well as Cyprus, the only MS which is not a party to NATO’s Partnership for Peace, PfP",
stating that this provision shall not prejudice the specific character of the security and
defence policy of certain MS. This allows them to interpret their obligation of rendering

" This is mainly due to the island’s division and Turkey’s veto, and not because of a formal neutrality
regime. In March 2026, when Cyprus was attacked with drones by pro-lranian militias, several MS sent
forces to the Eastern Mediterranean in solidarity with that partner.



aid and to choose the means to implement it in accordance with their national policies.
If attacked, other MS must also assist them.

Article 42.7’s framework could adapt to widened threats such as hybrid attacks, not just
“armed aggression”. French President Hollande invoked it after the November 2015
Paris/Nice terrorist attacks, but assistance was provided bilaterally by some MS, not
collectively.

Toward a common European Defence

The TEU foresees in article 42.2 that: “The common security and defence policy shall
include the progressive framing of a common Union defence policy. This will lead to a
common defence, when the European Council, acting unanimously, so decides. It shall,
in that case, recommend to the Member States the adoption of such a decision in
accordance with their respective constitutional requirements.

The policy of the Union in accordance with this Section shall not prejudice the specific
character of the security and defence policy of certain Member States and shall respect
the obligations of certain Member States, which see their common defence realised in
the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), under the North Atlantic Treaty, and be
compatible with the common security and defence policy established within that
framework.”.

Article 42.2 does not define what is understood by “common defence”, but it seems to
point to collective defence, because articles 42.1 and 43 refer to the so-called
“Petersberg” missions carried out outside the EU.

However, the unanimity requirement means that all member states must agree, and
national constitutional constraints may further complicate the process. Moreover, the EU
currently lacks the operational structures necessary to conduct large-scale collective
defence independently.

An autonomous European defence requires:

e Reorganise the reporting lines of the EU Military Committee (MC) and place it
under a responsible political body within the Council,

e The EU Military Staff responsibility should also return to the Council and serve the
EU MC exclusively, leaving out responsibilities recently acquired as part of the
External Action Service (EEAS), such as the Military Planning and Conduct
Capability (MPCC).

o Establisha European Defence Planning Process (EDPP), in full coherence with the
NATO Defence Planning Process (although this entails a sizeable increase of
personnel).

e Strengthen the EUMS with an in-house Transformation capability with a similar
mission to Allied Command Transformation (ACT) to design the future integrated
European Military Command Structure (IEUMCS) and to drive the future
European Defence Planning Process.



Establish under the EU MC an integrated European Military Command Structure,
with an HQ endowed with planning capabilities based on hypotheses, an
operational HQ based on the model of NATO’s Joint Forces Command
Headquarters (JFC HQ).

Establish permanent links with the existing European multinational forces
available to the EU and NATO and make them part of a Force Structure. Raise their
readiness when possible.

Avail ourselves of the capabilities needed to be able to operate autonomously
(including strategic enablers, missile defence, etc) nationally or commonly
owned, rather than having to request them from NATO under the Berlin Plus
agreements. In this context, reinforce the role of the European Defence Agency
(EDA) in European defence capability development, innovation and joint
acquisition efforts. Europeans cannot claim strategic autonomy without
European-owned critical capabilities.

More spending, better spending, and spending together on defence. Collectively,
when possible, aligned with operational requirements and linked to European
industrial and technological consolidation.

Political authority and decision-making, which could initially be embodied in a
European Security Council (involving non-EU NATO members) to give impetus and
control to the process. Without strong political authority, a unified command
lacks legitimacy, national caveats proliferate, and strategic coherence collapses.

Institutional pathways

Because revising EU treaties is politically difficult, some analysts propose using existing
mechanisms within the treaties to deepen defence cooperation. The current Treaties are
not perfect but offer some avenues for closer coordination and integration:

Enhanced cooperation. (Art. 20 TEU, 326-334 TFEU): Allows a group of at least nine
states to move forward in a specific area. However, in CSDP matters, it still
requires unanimity to initiate it (although the constructive abstention clause
greatly alleviates this).

Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO, Art. 42.6 and 46 TEU and Protocol
10), which allows participating states to make binding commitments to
strengthen their defence capabilities and cooperate more closely. PESCO
projects focus primarily on capability development and not so much on
operational matters. It remains subject to consensus by all 26 participants. To
overcome the fragmented framework of capability planning among MS, perhaps it
could be necessary to launch a less inclusive and more ambitious PESCO 2.0.
European Defence Union (EDU): An intergovernmental agreement like the 1985
Schengen model (where 25 MS and 4 associated non-EU countries engage in
closer cooperation to remove internal borders) could bypass TEU hurdles on
defence. This would allow for Qualified Majority Voting (QMV) if preferred over
consensus, for a "European Security Council" as a political body that would
exercise collective authority over unified command (including political control
and strategic direction over military operations) and for the inclusion of like-
minded non-EU allies like the UK, Norway, Turkiye, as well as Ukraine. The EDU



would be a process to strengthen European defence capability and autonomy,
without prejudging EU membership or EU institutional arrangements, including on
defence, and without creating a separate defence organisation (no need for a new
Western European Union). It could bridge the gap until a true common defence is
established within the EU; create a framework for defence cooperation with
Ukraine untilit joins the Union, profiting from its valuable military capabilities and
experience; complement the inclusive European Political Community; support
coalitions of the willing, which by construction are not constrained by specific
voting rules; and contribute to the development of a strong European Pillar within
NATO.

When we developed CSDP, we took a limited approach, in part due to the idea that
security and stability in Europe would be permanent and that we could rely on the
security guarantees provided by NATO (and the US). Now, Europe should adapt to protect
its interests and not just follow what Washington is telling us to do. We should show our
strength and use the tools at our disposal to defend our interests. As Canadian Prime
Minister, Mark Carney, said: “The power of legitimacy, integrity and rules will remain
strong if we choose to wield it together”.

EU-NATO Cooperation: The European Pillar

A European Defence Union which would be work in progress leading to a Common
Defence, and the creation of a European Pillar within NATO are two sides of the same
coin: Europe's effort to take greater responsibility for its own security. By 2026, we had
moved from theoretical debate to urgent institutional and military reform spurred by
transactional US foreign policy, Russian threat and wars in the Middle East and the
Persian Gulf.

The "European Pillar" is an effort to organise European allies into a coherent strategic
actor within the Alliance, rather than a collection of individual national contributors. It
aims for "Europeanization" of NATO, where Europeans provide the bulk of conventional
forces for the continent’s defence, develop stronger capabilities and a more consistent
decision-making within the Alliance. This implies fulfilling their 2025 Hague Summit
commitments: a 5% GDP target for defence expenditure (3.5% in defence capabilities,
and 1.5% in security-related investments) by 2035. The goal is to ensure that even if the
US "pivots" to the Indo-Pacific or it is entangled in wars in the Middle East, the European
conventional deterrent remains credible. An evaluation based on the strategic context
will be carried out in 2029.

The Pillar remains underdeveloped: European spending, readiness, key enablers (airlift,
intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance, air/missile defence, munitions, long-
strike capabilities), and political cohesion fall short of what is needed to shoulder more
NATO responsibility. But the European nations, and the EU itself, are already making
progress. We are increasing our defence spending, spending better and more together.
We are supporting Ukraine by ourselves, both militarily and economically. We should give
maximum priority to developing the capabilities that we lack (such as strategic enablers)
because relying on US assets without certainty is a big risk.

The TEU constantly refers to NATO within CSDP development. Due to the scarcity of
resources and the need to achieve maximum efficiency, cooperation between the EU and
NATO should be a strategic priority. But this cooperation and coordination remain quite
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limited so far, and neither side has taken practical steps towards some type of
association with Ukraine.

NATO-EU cooperation rests on some formal arrangements and political declarations.
Berlin Plus agreements (2003) allowed the EU to draw on NATO
planning/capabilities/assets for EU-led operations under certain conditions when NATO
itself is not engaged militarily. It is confined to EU MS that are also NATO Allies and those
that have signed the PfP agreement (all except Cyprus due to Turkiye’s veto). Berlin Plus
has been used sparingly, but it could be utilized if the EU, or a Coalition of the Willing
(CoW) with European but without US participation, were to undertake some peace or
security guarantee operation in Ukraine (after a ceasefire or peace agreement) and needs
to borrow US or NATO common assets such as a headquarters to command the
operation, or capabilities (intelligence, AWACS) to support it. Most NATO assets and
capabilities in Europe are European, and there is no need for NATO or US permission to
use them.

In addition to Berlin Plus, some Joint Declarations adopted in 2016, 2018, and 2023
established a broad cooperation agenda covering areas such as hybrid and cyber threats,
military mobility, defence capability development, counterterrorism, and joint exercises.

Sources of Friction between the EU and NATO and between European Allies and the
us

Despite these agreements and Joint Declarations, several issues continue to hinder
deeper coordination between the EU and NATO and cause friction between European
and American Allies.

e Political veto dynamics. The conflict between Cyprus and Turkiye restricts
information sharing and complicates institutional cooperation between the two
organisations.

e Partial misalignment between EU defence initiatives or Agencies -such as EDA,
CARD, PESCO or the European Defence Fund (which still lacks scope,
prioritisation and political support)- and NATO’s defence planning process,
despite efforts to achieve full coherence. Without a fully integrated approach to
identifying and addressing capability gaps, there is a risk of duplication and
inefficiency (however, a demanding new EDPP may have to assume some
duplication to reduce over-dependence on critical US assets).

e The debate over European strategic autonomy. Allies diverge on how far EU
autonomy should go and under what conditions. Some NATO members (including
those who tend to practice their own individual autonomy) are still arguing that if
the EU builds parallel command concepts or standards without alignment (which
is not the intention), it can create two chains of authority in crises, risking
confusion rather than enhancing readiness.

e Military mobility illustration: The EU promotes infrastructure development and
regulatory simplification to facilitate military mobility across Europe; NATO
defines operational requirements. Cooperation has improved, but
legal/budgetary/national caveats prevent seamless force movements that both
sides want.



e Differences in defence industrial policies. EU initiatives aimed at strengthening
the European defence industry could potentially exclude non-EU NATO partners,
raising criticism about protectionism and reduced interoperability. But the US has
been applying “Buy America” provisions in military procurement for decades.

e The North Atlantic Treaty sets clear conditions for the application of Article 5
commitments — to resist armed attack when an Ally has been subject to it — and
restricts it to a geographic area - Europe, North America, the islands under the
jurisdiction of any Party in the North Atlantic north of the Tropic of Cancer (the Sea
itself and the Mediterranean are included). Both conditions have been ignored
when President Trump has angrily reproached the European Allies’ refusal to help
in the Iran war, which he started without any previous Iranian attack, clearly out of
area, and without consulting Allies?.

Command Structures in NATO

To develop the European defence dimension in the short term, it is of key importance to
strengthen the European Pillar of NATO through a gradual and well-ordered replacement
in the provision of capabilities and in command responsibilities within the Alliance. This
is currently being promoted on both sides of the Atlantic, even if for different reasons: The
US wants to “shift the burden” and maybe reduce its engagement and responsibility for
NATO operations, while preserving its control and influence in the organisation.
Europeans want to preserve NATO cohesion and the still vital transatlantic security link,
while getting ready to reduce their overdependence on an Ally that looks increasingly
unreliable.

Within NATO’s integrated command structure, leadership positions are distributed
among allies through longstanding political arrangements. Traditionally, the Secretary
General is a European, while the Supreme Allied Commander Europe has always been
an American general. Other senior military positions are held by various European and
North American allies. Notably, the Chairman of the Military Committee (who is
exceptionally internally elected, not appointed by his nation, along with the Director of
the International Military Staff) has always been either European or Canadian, and the
Supreme Allied Command Transformation is permanently French. If the European pillar
within NATO becomes stronger, some of these arrangements may eventually be
reconsidered.

Actually, some changes are already in the process of being implemented, such as all
three commanders of the Joint Forces Commands (Brunssum, Naples and Norfolk)
becoming European (formerly only one) and the three single-service commanders (I1zmir,
Ramstein and Northwood) becoming American (formerly two) apparently to seek better
balance and to accommodate the long-ignored fact that all American flag officers
including SACEUR (except the Deputy Chairman of the Military Committee) also have

2 The intervention in Afghanistan was out of area, but it was launched in response to the 9/11 attacks on
US territory, triggering NATO support. Out of area operations are possible based on consensus, voluntary
participation and an international mandate, like the UN Security Council Resolutions 1386 (20 Dec 2001,
and 1510 (13 Oct 2003) which created the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) and entrusted it
to NATO. The Alliance was not involved in the 2003 Iraq invasion for lack of legal basis (while the current
non-combat advisory NATO Mission in Irag -suspended since the war against Iran began- was
consensually launched by the NATO Council in 2018 at the request of the Iragi government).
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national command responsibilities for the US Forces in Europe, while the European
commanders are always single-hatted.

The United States’ 2026 National Defence Authorization Act (NDAA), covering FY 2026
(October 2025-September 2026) establishes guardrails by prohibiting the use of funds to
reduce US force structure in Europe below 76,000 troops, remove major equipment, or
relinquish the position of SACEUR unless the Secretary of War can provide a detailed
impact report certifying that such decisions were made in consultation with allies and
are consistent with US national security interests.

The nuclear dimension of strategic autonomy

Russia remains a nuclear power with a large strategic and tactical arsenal (4.380
warheads in total, of which 1,710 deployed, vs the US 3,708 in total, of which 1,770
deployed). However, there is an important difference between the two arsenals which is
not often mentioned: while out of those totals, about 200 of the US warheads are
considered “tactical” or “theatre”, 100 of them deployed in Europe, no less than 1,558
Russian warheads are tactical (typically, tactical warheads are up to 15 kilotons, while
strategic ones are of one megaton). The significance of this factis double: Russia expects
a nuclear war to be fought in the European theatre with a higher probability than an
intercontinental exchange, and the threshold of their use is deemed lower than that of
strategic nuclear weapons (ICBM and SLBM).

The US nuclear tactical weapons forward deployed in Europe are kept under US Air Force
guard at six airbases in five European countries (Belgium, the Netherlands, Italy,
Germany and Turkiye), ready to be delivered by their respective national fighter aircraft.
But the Permissive Action Link (PAL) codes used to arm them remain in American hands.

In a high-intensity confrontation scenario in Europe, the nuclear dimension continues to
be the last line of deterrence. Though NATO officially declares itself a “nuclear alliance,”
it does not own any nuclear weapons. The 2022 Strategic Concept states that: “The
strategic nuclear forces of the Alliance, particularly those of the United States, are the
supreme guarantee of the security of the Alliance”.

The independent strategic nuclear forces of the United Kingdom and France have a
deterrent role of their own and contribute significantly to the overall security of the
Alliance (NATO’s 2022 Strategic Concept). Without the US nuclear umbrella, Europe’s
nuclear deterrence depends on the UK and France (with estimated 225 and 290
warheads each), which, while capable, don’t match the comprehensive coverage
provided by the US.

The UK’s Continuous at Sea nuclear deterrent (CASD) consists of Trident Il D-5
submarine-launched missiles carrying nuclear warheads. The Royal Navy deploys these
weapons with its fleet of SSBNs of the Vanguard class (currently in the process of being
replaced). At least one of these submarines is always patrolling the seas, and two others
are ready for quick deployment. Aside from those deployed, the missiles are held in a
communal pool at the US Strategic Weapons facility at Kings Bay, Georgia, USA, where
maintenance and in-service support of the missiles is undertaken periodically. The UK
retains full operational control of its nuclear deterrence.

France’s nuclear arsenal is capable of being launched by combat aircraft (both shore-
based Rafale B/C, and carrier-based Rafale M deployed aboard the French aircraft carrier
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Charles de Gaulle) and submarine (Triomphant class SSBN), operating on a continuous
at-sea basis. Both components have been modernised over the last decade and are
currently in a fresh process of modernisation.

Growing ambiguity about the United States’ intentions regarding its nuclear extended
deterrence policy in Europe raises the critical question of whether the United States will
honour its nuclear security commitments under all circumstances or adopt a more
limited role due to evolving political dynamics. Uncertainty remains about US warheads
stored in Europe and whether they could be transferred to European control if the US
withdraws, which is unlikely.

The UK nuclear deterrent is already committed to NATO, and it is therefore part of its
Article 5 obligations. France does not participate in NATO’s nuclear planning
mechanisms, and its forces are not formally assigned to NATO. France’s nuclear
deterrence is intended to defend France’s vital interests. However, France increasingly
recognises that those vital interests have a European dimension.

In this sense, on ile Longue on March 2, 2026, President Macron delivered a significant
speech on the new concept of "forward deterrence", accompanied the same day by a
joint declaration with Chancellor Merz. Macron’s speech underscores the European
dimension of French deterrence: its strategic depth, strengthening deterrence and
security for all, is enhanced by combining French strategic forces with the development
of European conventional capabilities, such as early warning (space-based and radar),
extended air defence, and deep strike capabilities, opening real prospects for defence
cooperation in Europe. «/lt will finally involve the temporary deployment of elements of our
strategic air forces to allied countries», Macron said.

The objective is to strengthen French deterrence as a structural pillar of European
security, complementary to NATO, but without pooling nuclear decision-making. A
thorough bilateral multilateral dialogue is proposed for interested European partners,
including participation in French nuclear exercises, joint visits to strategic sites,
intelligence sharing, dedicated communication channels and a common understanding
of escalation mechanisms. To date, eight countries (the United Kingdom, Germany,
Poland, the Netherlands, Belgium, Greece, Sweden and Denmark) have agreed to begin
a bilateral strategic dialogue with France, in full respect of their international obligations,
in particular the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT).

French and British nuclear forces currently complement US extended deterrence, but it
is unclear if they constitute a viable solution if US nuclear forces abruptly withdraw. A key
challenge is Russian perception: Russia may take a European-only deterrence less
seriously. However, the question is open as well of whether it still takes NATO nuclear
deterrence seriously after the American president expressed doubts® about its
commitment to European defence.

The UK and France possess significantly fewer nuclear warheads than Russia, and their
simultaneous launch capacity is also much lower. But even so, they can cause
devastating destruction, thus serving as the ultimate deterrent. However, the previously
mentioned serious mismatch between the extensive Russian tactical/theatre arsenal
and the non-existent European one (except for the 100 US warheads in Europe) is an
important source of concern. This calls for a fresh approach to a new European nuclear

31n February 2024, President Trump recounted telling the leader of a NATO ally that if their country failed
to meet NATO defence spending targets, the United States would not defend it against a Russian attack,
and he would even encourage Russia to "do whatever the hell it wants."

12



doctrine, because there can be no European strategic autonomy without a nuclear
dimension.

Conclusions

The growing instability of the international system, ongoing conflicts in Europe’s eastern
and southern neighbourhoods, and increasing uncertainty about US strategic priorities
have intensified the debate about Europe’s defence responsibilities.

Although the European Union is a major economic and regulatory power, it remains
militarily dependent on external security guarantees. To become a more autonomous
strategic actor, Europe needs to develop stronger military capabilities, strengthen its
defence industrial base, and improve policy coordination among member states.

The EU treaties already provide mechanisms that could eventually lead to a common
defence, but the unanimity requirement makes progress slow and politically difficult. As
a result, some states may seek flexible arrangements or intergovernmental initiatives to
advance defence integration and incorporate like-minded countries such as the UK,
Norway, Ukraine and Turkiye. At the same time, the development of a European pillar
within NATO represents a complementary effort to rebalance responsibilities within the
Alliance. Ultimately, close coordination between the EU and NATO will remain essential
to avoid duplication, maximise synergies, and ensure the long-term security of Europe.

US nuclear deterrence ambiguity in Europe raises doubts about its future commitments;
French and British forces offer limited but potentially devastating alternative deterrence
against Russia, and their role in European deterrence and defence should grow.

Shifting transatlantic dynamics require European nations to assume primary
responsibility for continental defence. Relying on the US security umbrella provides
temporary stability but creates long-term strategic risks. While American public and
congressional support for NATO remains solid at 60%, there is a growing, legitimate
demand for equitable burden-sharing. To ensure long-term stability, Europe must
transition from a dependent ally to a self-reliant security provider.

To achieve this, Europe must decisively build the capabilities and structures needed to
anchor its own defence, involving in the process Ukraine and its critical added value. This
effort should be advanced along three complementary tracks:

e Inside the EU: Build the military capabilities, defence industry, and CSDP
(Common Security and Defence Policy) institutions required for true strategic
autonomy.

¢ Within NATO: Strengthen the alliance's European pillar through a deliberate shift
in capabilities and command responsibilities from the US to Europe.

¢ To promote the development of a European Defence Union as a gradual political
and operational process, the aim of which is to build, on the basis of existing
structures, a more coherent, responsive and effective Europe capable of ensuring
its own security.
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