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Too many ways of European defense cooperation 

Willem van Eekelen 

There has been much talk lately about a “European Army”. This article addresses the 
various forms of European defense cooperation and integration and their progress.  

European plans for closer cooperation have succeeded each other fairly rapidly. Just as one 
treaty was entering into force, the next one was already being discussed. However, this has 
not been the case in the field of security and defense. While enhanced cooperation was 
becoming acceptable in other fields, the issue of flexibility versus unanimity made the 
possibility of Permanent Structural Cooperation (PSC) in the defense field, opened by the 
Lisbon Treaty, a dead letter for a long time. It was revived under a different acronym 
(PESCO) when Russia under Putin became more threatening, American leadership was lost, 
and Brexit removed British opposition to a stronger Europe. In short order 25 countries 
(only Denmark and Malta abstained and the UK was not involved) had joined PESCO by 
November 13, 2017 by participating in at least one concrete project, President Macron’s 
European Intervention Initiative (EI2) for rapid military action was taking shape and a Letter 
of Intent was signed by 9 defense ministers (including Denmark and the UK) on June 25, 
2018. 

Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) 

Originally, PSC was envisaged as a form of enhanced cooperation, recognized in advance in 
order to circumvent the unfortunate prohibition of the Nice Treaty of enhanced cooperation 
in the defense field. Under Nice, PSC would be possible only outside the EU framework; it 
did not follow the provision of the Amsterdam Treaty that decisions on strategies should be 
unanimous, while decisions on implementation could be taken by qualified majority vote 
(QMV). At that time, most new members of the EU feared being excluded from a closed club 
with stronger capabilities. For the same reason, extending QMV to defense issues (QMV was 
defined elsewhere as 50 per cent of the member states representing 60 per cent of the 
population, meaning that the countries larger in size could block a decision, but a 
considerable number of smaller countries would be needed to take one) was resisted. 

The Convention on a draft Constitution followed the report of European Commissioner 
Michel Barnier of December 16, 2003 and started work on texts in January 2004. Regarding 
action in the field of defense and security three modalities were envisaged:1 

 The European Council could entrust the execution of a task, within the Union 
framework, to a group of member states in order to protect the Union’s values and 
serve its interests (Art1-41 sub 5 and Art. III-310). 

 Those member states whose military capabilities meet higher criteria and which 
have made more binding commitments to one another in this area with a view to the 
most demanding missions shall establish permanent structured cooperation within 
the Union framework (Art. I-41 sub 6 and Art. III-312 and Protocol 23). Paradoxically, 
Protocol 23 would enable all member states to join PSC provided they developed 



intensively their defense capabilities and by 2007 their capacity to supply targeted 
combat units with support elements, either nationally or as component of a 
multinational force group. 

 A form of enhanced cooperation was supported for mutual defense as long as the 
European Council had not taken the decision to adopt a common defense envisaged 
in the Maastricht Treaty. The EU Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) changed this 
into a general solidarity clause. 

Since 2013, developments have accelerated for obvious reasons. Geo-political realities are 
perceived differently in Europe today than they were a decade ago. Brexit poses a 
fundamental challenge. At the same time the relationship with the US is under pressure, 
and President Trump points to European deficiencies in defense spending. By contrast, 
Russian interference in European countries seems to be on the rise and sanctions against 
Russia are a new phenomenon. Areas to the east and south of Europe are in serious turmoil, 
and the resulting influx of refugees and migrants has sharply divided the member states. 
Each of these points was either unknown or barely visible on the horizon six years ago!  

After a first start in December 2013, the European Council paved the way for concrete 
initiatives in June 2016, following a Report of High Representative Mogherini on the Global 
EU Strategy. In his State of the Union Address of 2016, Jean-Claude Juncker emphasized 
strongly, for the first time in that framework, the need for common defense and external 
policy as well as the Commission’s commitment to this goal.2 EU Research and Development 
(R&D) defense funds were made available to this end. This new context accelerated the 
discussions in the Council of Foreign and Defense Ministers. On 14 December 2017, the 
European Council confirmed the start of PESCO as a common framework for closer 
cooperation in security and defense policy within the Union, stepping up enhanced 
coordination, and increasing investments and collaboration in the development of defense 
capabilities. From that moment onward, the Council discussed at regular intervals initiatives 
to be taken in PESCO. The current list of seventeen proposals for cooperation in defense 
equipment is only a part of what was put on the table by Mogherini. This selection was to be 
followed by another series of ten projects in November 2018, while a third set is currently 
under discussion.  

This brief description shows the length and growing intensity of the preparatory process, 
which will hopefully be followed by concrete enhanced cooperation on a broad front of 
issues. There have been noteworthy achievements to date, such as the binding 
commitments made by all 25 participating member states and the commitment of the 
European Commission in funding, including the upcoming Multiannual Financial Framework 
(MFF) and the application of Art.137, the list(s) of concrete projects and the annual reports 
on progress. With PESCO, the Union could enter a new phase.  

EuroDéfense Netherlands has pointed out that deepening cooperation is more than a 
technical matter of procurement, but requires intensified cooperation between national 
departments of defense, aimed at integration of capabilities. It should also include regular 
meetings of National Armament Directors (NADs). In this context we also need a clearer 
formulation of ‘strategic autonomy’ (which was added rather hastily as a goal of the EU 
Global Strategy in 2016) as a long-term objective. Future cooperation, and where possible 
integration, will have to be based on our common objectives, and streamlined in terms of 



interoperability , including with the NATO framework. We need a sharper definition of the 
binding commitments and their multilateral relevance, which will distinguish PESCO from 
the voluntary participation of the past. 

The European Intervention Initiative (EI2) 

President Macron has managed a French revolution by envisaging common intervention 
force of the participating states, a common defense budget and a common doctrine of 
action. He wants to develop a European strategic culture to be achieved through joint 
operations, finally turning Europe into a capable defense actor. Getting there, however, is 
less clear. 

France has a point in criticizing PESCO for not yet concentrating enough on the operational 
side, which would require joint missions, training and exercises. But it remains hard to 
understand how discussions on strategy would be sufficient to reach the degree of 
integration necessary to raise European readiness and efficiency. France has stated that it 
does not want new structures, but rather a flexible and exclusive club that unites those 
states politically willing and militarily able to take action. EU membership was to be a 
secondary consideration.  

At their first meeting, nine countries signed a Letter of Intent (LOI)3, which describes in 
paragraph 5 their group as “a flexible, non-binding form of European participating states 
which are able and willing to engage their military capabilities and forces when and where 
necessary to protect European security interests, without prejudice to the chosen 
institutional framework (EU, NATO, UN or ad hoc coalitions).” In the following paragraph, 
their ultimate objective is stated as “[developing] a shared strategic culture, which will 
enhance our ability, as European states, to carry out military missions and operations.” Not 
only would this initiative foster existing bilateral defense relations; it would also facilitate 
joint efforts carried out within multilateral organizations. Furthermore, the letter reads, 
“intensifying and deepening contacts between EI2 participating states will facilitate future 
military engagements, which remain fully subject to sovereign national decisions, in 
accordance with each state’s constitutional process.” In particular, the Initiative would focus 
on enhanced interaction in four main fields: strategic foresight and intelligence sharing; 
scenario developments and planning; support to operations; and lessons learned and 
doctrine. Military staff talks would provide regular assessments and recommendations in 
line with common security interests and possible actions. 

The LoI also states that EI2 would not entail the creation of a new rapid reaction force (with 
the somewhat peculiar argument that nations have only one single set of forces), that it 
would strengthen their ability to work together, would be resource-neutral and would rely 
on existing structures and a network of liaison officers. Nevertheless, the Nine have decided 
to establish “a light EI2 Permanent Secretariat in Paris, based on French personnel and the 
existing network of national liaison officers in various military structures of the French MoD.” 

Following the LoI, ministers directed their staff to start drafting an EI2 Foundation 
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU), detailing the modalities of each state’s 
participation. The Initiative would be open to other European states willing to share its 
strategic objectives “and showing proper commitment and adequate level of operational 



capabilities.” This indicates that EI2 would be more selective than PESCO. But will it really be 
able to be operationally effective without binding commitments? Some already expect the 
MoU to include them and also anticipate the small secretariat turning into a headquarters. 

PESCO and EI2 

No wonder many people were puzzled by these developments: two fora, PESCO and EI2, 
with different scopes and memberships; one binding, one non-binding; one exclusively EU-
oriented, the other envisaging operations in various frameworks, but including possible links 
with the EU; one focusing on long-term capabilities, the other on rapid operational missions 
(like Mali) and yet also having a long-term vision in seeking a common strategic culture. 

Germany, in particular, is not keen on EI2 and would have preferred arrangements within 
the EU including as many participants as possible. How, for example, would it be possible to 
cooperate with Denmark and the UK? Denmark does not participate in the Common 
Security and Defense Policy (CSDP) and on EU operations the British had always been 
negative. Or would the disarray in NATO caused by President Trump change that position? 
For Berlin this was an important reason for a stronger role of the EU. Before PESCO was 
taking shape Germany had taken the lead in the Framework Nations Concept (FNC) — a 
larger nation offering a framework to which smaller nations could make specific 
contributions — but tabled it in NATO rather than in the EU, bringing together 19 allies. Now 
Berlin seemed genuinely surprised by the French proposal of EI2 operating outside the EU, 
as it had assumed that Paris was pushing the Crisis Response Operation Core (CROC) as a 
PESCO project, thereby making it more operational, especially since in September 2017, 
France and Germany had presented this concept in a Food for Thought paper, calling for a 
corps headquarters, three divisions and nine to twelve brigades (with three brigades as a 
first step).  

The Jacques Delors Institut in Berlin, on June 27, 2018, tried to look behind the scenes and 
saw the Initiative as a French response to an overly inclusive and under-ambitious PESCO, 
bringing in Denmark and the UK to keep it separate from PESCO. Yet, on the other hand, EI2 
promised to serve “the objectives and projects of PESCO to the maximum extent possible.” 
The institute also mentioned the German argument that most of the Initiative could be 
implemented under Art. 44 TEU (Lisbon Treaty) which allows the Council to delegate tasks 
within the CSDP to a group of willing and able member states, which could then agree 
amongst themselves on its management. So its overarching question remained: why foster a 
common strategic culture outside the EU if it could be done at 27 and with greater 
accountability?4  

One area which received attention at the Brussels meeting of EuroDéfense in October was 
the role of Special Operations Forces, or SOF under their unflattering acronym. Belgium saw 
their role as a combination of the tactical and strategic by using unconventional techniques, 
coming under the Chief of Operations, but dealing with the entire spectrum of conflict and 
interacting with both military and civilian agencies. In their view SOFs could not be mass-
produced and would take two to four years to form. Belgium and the Netherlands had 
agreed that Denmark could take the lead in a personnel setup of 125 people. Again, this 
raises the question how Denmark as an outsider in CFSP could perform this task as well as 
the wider question regarding the optimum size of national contributions, big and small, to 



collective defense and to peace support. In closing the seminar General Peeters argued that 
SOF should operate within the framework of general forces and political goals. He was in 
favor of creating Intel groups and appealed for a new style of leadership with plenty of 
youth! 

In a brilliant article “Saving the world order. Picking up the pieces,” the Economist of August 
4, 2018 pointed out the wide gap between strategic dialogue and coalitions in a military 
operational sense.5 It quoted Francois Heisbourg of the Geneva Centre for Security Policy 
(GCSP) as saying: “You can’t just improvise, you have to have it built up.” In order to be 
rapidly available, forces have to be ready for and trained in multinational formations. The 
current mood in the EU seems to move rather in the direction of models of integration (like 
the Belgium-Netherlands Navy, the Dutch army brigade within a German armored division, 
and the role of Eindhoven Airport in pooling large transport aircraft), while the French 
initiative seems to have forgotten about much that has been achieved in recent years, 
especially after the EU Global Strategy was adopted in 2016. 

Sven Biscop, in his thorough article “Give PESCO a chance” argued for using PESCO as the 
sole umbrella for multinational capability development, thus assuring consistency between 
the EU and NATO. By creating two cores within PESCO, France could bring in EI2 and take 
the lead in building an integrated multinational force package geared towards rapid 
expeditionary operations. Germany could likewise bring in the Framework Nation Concept 
and integrate a force package for territorial defense. Both countries should also participate 
in the other core (in the way that German troops are currently in Mali and French troops in 
Lithuania).6 

In a subsequent article, “Don’t be too Shy about PESCO”, Biscop put up a strong defense of 
PESCO: if it ends up producing just another small step in the right direction, it will effectively 
have failed. What is needed now, is European military integration, anchoring national units 
into permanent multinational formations with permanent command-and-control 
arrangements, supported by permanent multinational enablers. EuroDéfense Netherlands 
supports this view. The main gap between the European and American arsenals concerns 
strategic enablers such as intelligence and surveillance, transport, precision-guided 
munitions and other resources, which allow safe and swift deployment of military forces. 
Those enablers are expensive and need pooling of efforts.7 Personally, Biscop would have 
liked a European army, but now thinks these words are better avoided. Instead he argues 
that PESCO is the only way through which NATO could expect significant increases in 
European capability for territorial defense in key areas, notably strategic enablers. In any 
case, it has become part of the EU machinery by the decision of the Council to assess 
annually the National Implementation Plans that Member States will have to draw up. 

The EuroDefénse Presidents discussed these matters in a spirit of turning the current 
positive support for European security and defense into a strong program for both building 
capacities and shaping the conditions for using them together. Will it be possible to merge 
PESCO, which currently seems limited to project-oriented cooperation on equipment and 
strategic enablers, with more operational elements, like the scenario planning mentioned in 
EI2? In October the French seemed to be more positive about PESCO and more inclined 
towards a permanent headquarters. Spain was optimistic about bringing both together. Italy 



did not join the EI2, but Finland did. Germany was rather quiet, but all were ready for a new 
debate on future challenges.  

The EI2 group, now joined by Finland, met again on November 7, a few days before the 
impressive commemoration of World War I, which was immediately followed by the Paris 
Peace Forum attended by some 2,500 people from across the world and intended as an 
annual event. On EI2 the Dutch minister reported to parliament that the Ten would 
primarily focus on the Caribbean area, the Baltic Sea region and the Sahel, and use ‘horizon 
scanning’ for determining where converging interests would make cooperation possible. She 
stressed the importance of coordination with France and the UK on humanitarian assistance 
and disaster relief in the Caribbean and underlined that EI2 could strengthen both the EU 
and NATO. The Ten represented a flexible means of consultation between like-minded 
countries. It was not a step towards a European Army, and decisions on the use of forces 
would be taken nationally.8 

That was quite different from the expressions of regret about the absence of a real 
European Army, heard only a few days later from President Macron in Paris and by 
Chancellor Merkel in the European Parliament. Again eyebrows were raised. The German 
Minister of Defense clarified her position in a letter to the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 
taking a step by step approach leading towards an ‘army of Europeans’, i.e. military forces 
that remain national responsibilities, but are closely linked, uniformly equipped, and trained 
and ready for joined operations. Better funded and better aligned they are intended to 
bolster NATO, not weaken it.9 Indeed, focussing on European capabilities seems a better 
approach than talking about an undefined European Army. At least, PESCO made some 
progress by agreeing a second round of projects on 19 November: Greece and Cyprus will 
set up an Intelligence Training School; France, Belgium and Cyprus are to develop a new 
medium-range missile; France, Germany and Spain will upgrade the Tiger attack helicopters. 
Much more remains to be done, including the use of the new Defence Fund. 

Willem van Eekelen is President of EuroDéfense Netherlands.  

Would you like to react? 
Mail the editor: redactie@atlcom.nl.  
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