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This article assesses the current state of European security, and its fu-
ture, against the backdrop of several key processes: the rising political 
and economic power of non-Western actors; economic problems in 
America and Europe; and the dynamic of changing security environ-
ment and threats, especially in Europe’s backyard. It also analyses the 
consequences of the long-term decline in eu members’ defence spend-
ing, which undermines Europe’s military capabilities and makes the 
continent ever more dependent on the us. The work goes on to ask 
to what extent the Ukrainian conflict and Russia’s involvement in it 
may change the approach of nato’s European members to collective 
defence. According to some polls, we can see – despite conclusions 
reached at nato’s Welsh summit in September 2014 – different levels 
of support for nato in member states, which highlight current ten-
sions and suggest possible future difficulties for the coalition. Nev-
ertheless, this work concludes that given the strength of the existing 
political, economic and security ties between Europe and the United 
States, including the current prospect of a transatlantic free trade zone, 
it is very likely that the two partners will increasingly divide securi-
ty responsibilities. However, this supposed trend toward a conscious 
complementarity of roles cannot, at present, fully manifest itself, as 
the conflicts in Europe’s neighbourhood (North and sub-Saharan Afri-
ca, the Sahel, the Middle East) tend both to flare up suddenly and esca-
late quickly, forcing both actors to adopt improvised, ad hoc solutions.
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European Security and Defence 25 Years  
Since the Cold War: A New Strategic Context
With the approaching end of Pax-Americana we are witnessing the end 
of a centuries-long Anglo-Saxon economic and ideological hegemo-
ny. This is characterised by two main factors. The first is the rise of 
non-Western actors – especially China with its global ambitions – and 
a host of ever stronger and more emancipated regional actors such as 
India, Brazil, Russia and Turkey. At the beginning of the new millen-
nium, the Euro-Atlantic democracies, together with Japan, controlled 
75% of global wealth. Today it is less than 50%, and the share continues 
to fall.

The growing economic and political problems of Western democ-
racies represent the second major factor, notwithstanding the West’s 
still-impressive wealth, economic and political clout, cultural influ-
ence and, last but not least, military power. The fall of Lehman Broth-
ers in September 2008 marked not just the beginning of the deepest 
economic crisis since the 1930s, but also put a symbolic end to the uni-
polar moment—the period in which, following the breakup of the ussr, 
the United States was the world’s only true superpower. The course 
of us foreign policy is now largely determined by problems at home, 
described by Miller, as ‘the six deadly D’s of debt, deficit, dysfunction-
al politics, dependence on hydrocarbons, a deteriorating educational 
system and decaying infrastructure.1 

The retarding economic and socio-political factors influence both 
domestic and foreign policy, as the us struggles to reconcile conflict-
ing commitments; trying both to maintain global clout and to reduce 
the cost of its global alliances and partnerships. In Strategic Choices 
and Management Review, an internal evaluation document of the us 
Defence Department published by (former) Defence Secretary Chuck 
Hagel in July 2013, envisaged defence budget cuts totalling $500 billion 
usd. Fiscal austerity on this scale could effectively limit the us’ ability 
to engage in military conflicts and exert power overseas.2 

The global security situation, however, may force the us to recon-
sider its austerity plans. As new potential conflict areas emerge in both 
the Middle East (the Islamic State) and in Ukraine, whose attempt 
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at geopolitical reorientation has provoked a strong Russian reaction 
–including direct Russian military incursions – the us is forced to re-
spond. Meanwhile, its main geopolitical focus for the coming decades 
is shifting toward the Asia Pacific, a region characterised by the po-
litical, economic and military rise of China—the us’s ever important 
economic partner,3 and its principal geopolitical rival. This shift may 
also necessitate a new emphasis on military containment, with the us 
deploying more forces (especially naval forces) to the Pacific, Southeast 
and East Asia.4 

Europe is focused on internal problems.5 It has managed to avert 
the collapse of the euro and maintain the economic stability of the 
euro zone, but the cost of the necessary interventions has been mas-
sive. The eurozone crisis has also laid bare the tensions and differenc-
es between member states, and has exposed millions of Europeans to 
welfare insecurity. Levels of social cohesion are declining. Citizens 
have less faith in European institutions and the European integration 
model, while the popularity of populist and extremist movements is 
on the rise. This trend was in evidence, for example, during the Euro-
pean Parliament elections in May 2014.

Fifteen years since nato’s first out-of-area operation in former Yu-
goslavia, the limits of liberal interventionism are becoming apparent: 
in light of considerable human, but also material, losses, the political 
and military outcomes of nato and us interventions in Afghanistan, 
Iraq and Libya cannot be seen as successful.6 Bilmes carried out a de-
tailed analysis of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, concluding that 
they will eventually cost the us between $4 and $6 trillion usd. The 
us has already spent $2 trillion usd; further funds will be needed in 
the long run for veterans’ care.7 Paradoxically perhaps, the mission in 
Afghanistan may have been one of the linchpins that maintained basic 
cohesion at a time when tensions within nato – due to the imbal-
ance between the respective us and European contributions – began to 
grow. Europe’s position was summed up succinctly by the us (former) 
Secretary Gates, who remarked that the continent was in the process 
of ‘demilitarisation.’8  

Gates’ assessment effectively indicates that nato or, more precisely, 
the us, regard Europe as a free-rider in defence matters. But despite the 
host of problems connected with military spending cuts, the state of 
European security should be viewed in a broader context. Even though 
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Europe is not a state, its significant economic potential makes it a glob-
al power. Thanks to its global clout, it has the potential to carry out 
well what should be its key defence and security mission: responding 
more independently to the growing instability in its immediate neigh-
bourhood, as the us gradually abandons its role of a key guarantor of 
European security. It is therefore crucial not only to analyse the main 
deficits of European defence and security policy, but also to outline the 
possible directions of its future development. The simultaneous out-
break of several crises close to European borders shows that Europe’s 
defence capabilities must improve and expand, however complicated, 
both politically and financially, this task may be for Europe’s national 
governments.  

European Defence Deficits
The long-term decline of defence spending in European countries is 
evident in the statistics. According to data published by the European 
Defence Agency, eu member states have, between 2006 and 2011, low-
ered their military budgets by an average of 10%, and in 2012-2017 by 
a further 3%.9 The problem is that the comparison is being made with 
the pre-crisis period, which was itself marked by a significant lowering 
of military budgets and the drawing of the peace dividend. This reac-
tion to the end of the Cold War and the subsequent security realities 
shows clearly in the time period encompassing the 1990s and more 
than one decade of this century. In 1990-1994, the average ratio of de-
fence spending to gdp among nato’s European members was 2.7 per 
cent. In 2013 it was just 1.6 per cent. The disparity between Europe and 
the United States is also clear: us military spending in 2013 was at 4.3 
per cent gdp.10  Europe has thus been scaling down its military capa-
bilities for more than two decades. The pre-crisis attempts at reform 
and modernization of European armies have been effectively nullified 
by defence spending cuts, which were, moreover, largely uncoordinat-
ed and implemented on a purely national basis. True, there have been 
talks over national military budgets in the framework of nato’s De-
fence Planning Process. dpp requires that member states report all cuts 
in a Defence Planning Questionnaire, and these are subsequently sub-
ject to discussion before the approval of the respective national chap-
ter. However, no national chapter has ever been denied endorsement 
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because of budget reductions. The member states have thus shown 
remarkable “solidarity,” each of them well aware that budget cuts may 
be needed in the future. 

Another sore point is the actual breakdown of the “slimmed-down” 
military budgets. In his “Report on the impact of the financial crisis on 
the defence sector in the eu Member States,” European mp Krzysztof 
Lisek points to the fact that merely 1 per cent of the aggregate eu de-
fence expenditure is allocated to R&T, while 50 per cent goes to cover 
personnel costs.11 Moreover, in many European countries, the latter 
percentage is even significantly higher. nato also requires its members’ 
armies to earmark 20 per cent of the military budget for new weap-
ons and technology. However, only four members (France, the United 
States, Turkey and the United Kingdom) complied with this require-
ment in 2013.12  

After analysing the development trajectories of eu military budg-
ets, Claudia Major and Christian Mölling of Berlin’s swp think-tank 
conclude that the total sum allocated for eu-28 defence – now almost 
200 billion eur – may fall as low as 147 billion eur by 2020. The two 
researchers remark that if this trend continues, Europe may easily end 
up with “bonsai armies,” nice to look at on a national day parade, but 
otherwise of little use.13

For fiscal reasons, European governments are less and less willing 
to deploy European troops in international operations. According to 
eda data, the number of troops deployed in nato, eu, un and national 
operations in 2012 was 49,550 (of the total of 1,453,000, i.e. 3.4 per cent), 
while four years earlier, in 2008, it was 80,177 (of the total of 1,808,707, 
i.e. 4.5 per cent).14 As the isaf mission in Afghanistan is drawing to a 
close these numbers are likely to fall still further.  

Of all European countries, only France and the United Kingdom do 
not shy away from a more massive deployment of troops in interna-
tional operations, with possible support from a handful of other allies. 
This was evident, for example, during the 2011 operation against the 
Gaddafi regime in Libya: Apart from the two aforementioned lead-
ers, only four European nato members — Belgium, the Netherlands, 
Norway and Spain — participated, together with Sweden. Germany 
refused to take part, having previously abstained during the Security 
Council vote on the un resolution authorizing the use of military force 
(the other two abstaining countries were Russia and China).  
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But the outcomes of the Libyan operation have not been persuasive: 
After the toppling of Gaddafi, Libya has effectively become a failed 
state. This may have contributed to the major political defeat of Prime 
Minister David Cameron in August 2013, when he lost the Commons 
vote on taking action against Syria, after its government used chemical 
weapons against insurgents. 

 The sending of European troops on international missions is some-
times also torpedoed by political indecision and a lack of coordination 
between the Union’s own institutions and member states. eu Battle-
groups (eu bg) are the most visible example. In 2003, France led the 
first eu military intervention – Operation Artemis in drc – which pro-
vided inspiration for eu bg. However, since their formation, eu bg have 
never been deployed, although an opportunity arose with the military 
intervention in Mali in January 2013. The current situation regarding 
eu bg has been summed up very frankly by the Czech Army’s Chief of 
Staff, Gen. Petr Pavel. At a Prague conference held on 28 April 2014 
(“The European Union, the Czech Republic and Slovakia: a common 
security future”), he said that the Visegrad Four bg, which is currently 
being formed and should be deployable in 2016, will cost several mil-
lion Czech crowns without the slightest military effect.15         

In such a “strategic cacophony” it is naturally difficult to succeed 
with proposals for integration and rationalization of eu members’ de-
fence resources and capabilities. These proposals are based specifical-
ly on the “pooling and sharing” concept, which includes, for example, 
joint purchases and operation of military technology, joint logistic 
support during operations, etc.16

But there are a number of obstacles that make pooling and sharing 
difficult to implement. The concept may be advantageous for smaller 
countries or countries badly hit by the economic crisis. On the other 
hand, the same may not be true for large member states with higher 
defence budgets. Larger states might perceive the concept as circum-
scribing their own military capability. However, differences may arise 
even among large states, a recent case in point being the uk’s 2012 can-
cellation of a plan to adapt its aircraft carrier for landings by French 
planes after such adjustment proved too costly.  

Another obstacle is the tendency of European countries to protect 
their own national defence industries, which makes them reluctant 
to create a joint platform for armaments cooperation and necessary 
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standardization. For example, Germany, for its own financial reasons, 
refused to support the merger of two European arms giants, bae and 
eads. There is also no single consolidated competitive defence market 
in Europe. National protectionism thus contributes to the pitiful state 
of Europe’s defence capabilities. 

Still, there has been a step forward in the sharing of defence capa-
bilities among nato’s European members, namely the Framework Na-
tions concept, introduced by Germany in September 2013. Its aim is 
to make better use of the potential of both large and small European 
countries through coordinating the implementation of defence plan-
ning goals, and to create several formations with a balanced, well-co-
ordinated array of capabilities. Framework Nations may thus prove to 
be one of the tools that will help Europe remain a relevant military 
partner to the United States.17

Achieving this goal, however, depends on Europe’s ability to cover 
its due share of nato’s total armaments expenditures. The statistics 
do not present Europe in a favourable light: In 2011 the United States 
earmarked 731 billion for defence — a share of 75 per cent and a 15 
per cent increase compared to 1990. European politicians, diplomats 
and soldiers acknowledge that the imbalance between us and Euro-
pean expenditure is unsustainable in the long run, but even if Europe 
were just to return to its 1990 defence spending levels, European nato 
members would have to raise their defence budgets by approximately 
150 billion usd. To what extent such a plan is viable, both politically 
and economically, remains to be seen.

Will the Recent Strategic Shock Galvanise Europe? 
The Russo-Ukrainian conflict that has suddenly escalated close to 
nato and eu borders may, however, prove to be the game changer that 
will persuade European politicians to alter their attitude to defence 
funding. The two countries and their governments have fundamen-
tally different visions of Ukraine’s geopolitical orientation, and Russia 
has clearly opted for a hard-line policy, even resorting to threats of mil-
itary intervention to defend its geopolitical interests in the post-Soviet 
space. 

Russia’s reaction to political changes in Ukraine therefore came as 
something of a strategic shock, which revealed the military vulnerabil-
ity of nato’s European members. As the Polish ex-minister of foreign 
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affairs,  Radoslaw Sikorski, has aptly said, “[t]he first thing we should 
do is to take stock of where we are in terms of security in Europe and 
abandon post-modernist illusions that conflict is unthinkable”.18 

In the last two decades, the European members of nato have en-
gaged mostly in out-of-area operations: not traditional large-scale 
wars, but limited conflicts in which nato was clearly dominant and 
effectively dictated development. Territorial defence has been neglect-
ed and the result is the current state of nato’s European wing: a frag-
mented array of uncoordinated forces, and inflexible decision-making. 

As it reacts to the Ukrainian conflict and Russian policy, the Alli-
ance will face three urgent tasks:  1) It must halt the decline in defence 
spending in its European member states and launch a reverse trend; 2) 
It must convince the United States that nato structures – and the Eu-
ropean space – are still relevant to American interests; 3) It must show 
the “new” nato members (i.e. those who joined after 1999) that it still 
represents a real guarantee of their security. Since the nato summit in 
Wales in early September 2014, the Alliance has clearly been refocusing 
its original basic aim: the provision of collective security.

One of the principal aims declared by nato’s Welsh summit was to 
ensure a continual increase in defence spending. The summit adopted 
a binding position on this subject that has been incorporated in the 
Wales Declaration on the Transatlantic Bond. Defence spending at 2 
per cent gdp has been confirmed as the primary prerequisite for the 
continuing military viability of the Alliance. However, reaching this 
spending target does not automatically guarantee deployability, sus-
tainability and interoperability of the nato forces, which are the key 
criteria for effectiveness. Still, the declaration clearly defined three 
steps toward achieving the required spending level: The states with 
defence spending below the binding target must halt any further de-
cline, must increase defence spending in real terms as gdp grows and 
must reach the required 2 per cent level within one decade. Attached 
to this is a further requirement, namely to increase investments in new 
equipment to 20 or more per cent of the total defence budget within 
the same time frame.19 

The deployability of forces is the main focus of the Readiness Ac-
tion Plan (rap), which is based on three interlocking components: 
1) Strengthening nato’s rapid reaction potential, i.e. forces capable 
of being deployed within days; 2) Setting up an allied command fo-
cused exclusively on the collective defence of nato eastern territory; 
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3) Maintaining nato presence in its eastern front on a rotational basis, 
with the aim of organizing joint exercises and creating conditions for a 
rapid transfer of reinforcements if necessary.20 

The first component includes enhancing the responsiveness of the 
nato Response Force (nrf) by developing force packages capable of 
rapid deployment. This should include a Very High Readiness Joint 
Task Force (vjtf), able to deploy within a few days, particularly to 
respond to challenges that arise at the periphery of nato’s territory 
(Wales Summit Declaration, 2014).21

The third component, in its final form, is the result of a compromise. 
Poland and the Baltic states in particular have demanded the establish-
ment of permanent military bases; these suggestions, however, have 
been rejected by Germany, Italy and France. For example, German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel said during her Latvian visit on 18 August 
2014 that the Baltic states must, first of all, build an effective system of 
defence infrastructure that will permit them to respond immediately 
to any Russian military activity. Germany considers this a better solu-
tion than having long-term preventive military presence in the region.

Particularly in the case of Germany, this reserved stance — main-
tained in spite of Russia’s increased military activity to the north and 
northwest — is motivated by fear that permanent nato bases on 
the territory of the Alliance’s eastern members might be considered 
a breach of the Founding Act on Mutual Relations, Cooperation and 
Security between nato and the Russian Federation. In this 1997 docu-
ment, nato declared that ‘in the current and foreseeable security envi-
ronment’ it will carry out its mission without resorting to “additional 
permanent stationing of substantial combat forces.” 22

nato, especially its European members, will also have to respond 
to the new method of warfare used by Russia in the Ukrainian con-
flict, both in the Crimea and in eastern and southeastern Ukraine. This 
method, based on asymmetrical tactics difficult to foresee, has become 
known as hybrid warfare.23 It is possible that this style of warfare will 
also be used by other “anti-west” actors in the future.

Despite negative changes in the Eastern European security envi-
ronment, it is still possible that many European nato members will 
remain unwilling to take on greater collective security commitments. 
After the protracted economic crisis, Europe is now experiencing stag-
nation rather than dynamic growth, and economic realities indicate 
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that some countries will be hard-pressed — or altogether unable —  to 
meet the two-per-cent target in defence spending, even within a dec-
ade.

The willingness to increase defence spending is a function of geo-
graphical proximity to Russia. Countries such as Poland and the Bal-
tic states feel immediately threatened, and are therefore more willing 
to raise their budgets. For south-European eu members, the Russian 
threat is not imminent and any increase in defence spending is very 
difficult, given their major fiscal problems. However, even with the rest 
of nato’s European members, including the largest such as France, the 
United Kingdom and Germany, the readiness to upgrade defence may 
be dampened by other concerns, chiefly the need to maintain welfare 
standards and to increase social security expenditure due to an aging 
population.

The attitude of the three above-mentioned countries is indeed cru-
cial, as Europe can hardly become a stronger military actor without 
their full commitment to the task. Until now, there has been a divi-
sion of roles: Germany has been the Union’s “economic driver,” while 
France and the United Kingdom have acted as military leaders. This 
model is now becoming untenable. Europe’s military future may be 
influenced by the Ukrainian conflict, but also by other factors. Both 
military leaders are currently somewhat preoccupied: France is waging 
two wars in Africa, while the uk has its hands tied by national debates 
over its future eu status (or even its eu membership as such). This 
should give more scope to Germany, which is currently, both political-
ly and economically, the strongest European country. 

Some signs of such a shift may be found in a speech given by Ger-
man President Joachim Gauck at the Munich Security Conference in 
February 2014: “We need nato. And it is precisely at times when the 
United States cannot keep on providing more and more that Germany 
and its European partners must assume greater responsibility for their 
own security,” said Gauck.24 These words are certainly true for Germa-
ny, considering that its 2013 defence spending was at 1.3 per cent gdp, 
while France’s was at 1.9 per cent and United Kingdom’s at 2.3 per cent.

However, a greater security engagement of Germany at the Europe-
an and global level may be difficult to achieve, not least due to the am-
bivalent attitude of both the German public and a significant portion 
of the political elite. The tragic experience of two world wars, both 
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of which were instigated by Germany and both of which proved cata-
strophic for the country, inclines most of its elite toward pacifism and 
makes them oppose greater German engagement in armed conflicts 
worldwide. 

But reluctance to engage in armed conflicts is becoming visible even 
in the United States. In January 2014, in a House of Commons lecture 
for the Henry Jackson Society, Professor Charles Kupchan of George-
town University said that, in the eyes of most Americans, America had 
expended too much blood and too many resources in Afghanistan and 
Iraq and it had all been a big waste of time. Kupchan, who is a leading 
us foreign policy expert and a former member of President Clinton’s 
National Security Council, added that in times of economic downturn, 
Americans see military expenditure as coming at the expense of their 
livelihood. 25 

However, these attitudes may change when us citizens are con-
fronted with threats substantially compromising their security. Ac-
cording to a February 2015 Gallup poll, for the past decade Americans 
have been more likely to say the us Government spends too much on 
defence rather than too little, but today, a slim margin separates these 
views. While the 32 per cent of Americans saying the country is spend-
ing too much is about average for recent years, the 34 per cent saying 

“too little” is the highest since 2001.26 
On a positive note, nato members overall have a favourable view of 

the alliance. According to Pew Research Centre polling in nato coun-
tries (April/May 2015) a median of 62% per cent express a positive per-
ception of the organisation. But this generally upbeat attitude masks 
national differences that highlight current tensions and possible fu-
ture difficulties for the coalition. For example, the greatest change in 
support for nato has been in Germany, where favourability of the alli-
ance has fallen 18 points since 2009, from 73 per cent to 55 per cent. On 
the other hand, 74 per cent of Poles hold a favourable opinion of nato 
and the security reassurance that membership in it provides. Polish 
support for the alliance is up 10 percentage points from 2013. Six-in-
ten or more French (64 per cent), Italians (64 per cent) and British (60 
per cent) also hold a favourable view of nato. However, roughly a third 
of the French (34 per cent) and about a quarter of Italians (26 per cent) 
express an unfavourable attitude toward nato. nato has a perception 
problem in the us, as well: Only 49% of Americans express a favourable 
opinion of the security organisation. This is unchanged from 2013, but 
down from 54 per cent in 2010 and 2011. Meanwhile, the proportion of 
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Americans who say they have an unfavourable view of nato has grown 
from 21% in 2010 to 31% in 2015.27 

Nevertheless, the transatlantic security cooperation remains a firm 
basis for facing all future threats or conflicts jointly. 

Potential Division of Roles in the Transatlantic Partnership
The United States still regards Europe as is closest ally and the same 
is true vice versa. The alliance is cemented by shared values, by histor-
ical and security ties between the two sides of the Atlantic and, most 
importantly, by strong economic ties. The data speak clearly: Bilateral 
eu-us trade reached 515,568 billion eur in 2014. The us and eu together 
represent 60 per cent of global gdp, 33 per cent of world trade in goods 
and 42 per cent of world trade in services. Moreover, negotiations are 
under way to strengthen these economic ties still further. An eu-us 
free trade zone, one of the envisaged components of the Transatlan-
tic Trade and Investment Partnership (ttip), would create a trade bloc 
representing almost half of the global economic output and remove 
the existing trade barriers between the two transatlantic actors. The 
strategic importance of ttip can be inferred by its nickname, “eco-
nomic nato.”28 ttip is not universally welcomed in Europe and some 
point to the political, economic and welfare risks associated with its 
prospective creation29. However, it may provide the necessary impetus 
for a closer political alliance between Europe and the us that would 
transcend economic cooperation and create opportunities for greater 
transatlantic strategic convergence.    

The crucial question is what form this strategic convergence may 
take in the security realm. The security analyst Daniel Keohane en-
visages a mutually advantageous transatlantic cooperation on three 
levels: 1) nato should continue to guarantee territorial defence; 2) the 
eu should take the lead in operations in its neighbourhood where the 
us has no interest; and 3) nato would only act outside Europe if the 
United States wished to be involved. This suggests that the eu could 
consider stepping up its involvement in three areas: 1) protecting trade 
routes and access to resources; 2) responding to crises in its neighbour-
hood; and 3) focusing on external aspects of internal security, such as 
organized crime and terrorism.30

Implementing this vision, however, is difficult at present. Although 
the conflicts in Europe’s neighbourhood stem from long-term social, 
economic and ethno-religious problems, they  tend to flare up sud-
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denly and escalate quickly, forcing both actors to adopt improvised, ad 
hoc solutions.

One such reaction was seen in 2013 in Mali, where the danger of a 
radical Islamist takeover prompted French intervention and the sub-
sequent deployment of the European Training Mission in Mali (eutm). 
The chief task of the eutm is to provide aid in the training and mod-
ernization of the country’s army, which is important for maintaining 
its territorial integrity.

But in the context of the whole Sahel region, comprising nine North 
African states,31 Mali is just the tip of an iceberg of problems. Accord-
ing to a 2013 report by the Foreign Affairs, Defence and Armed Forces 
Committee of the French Senate, the Sahel currently has a population 
of 81 million, and this number is projected to grow to 120 million in 
just 13 years. This naturally generates, and will continue to generate, 
enormous welfare, healthcare, public health, nutritional and educa-
tional challenges that make the whole area a breeding ground of Is-
lamic terrorist groups, infiltrating into the everyday life of local socie-
ties. The report calls the situation a potential direct security threat on 
Europe’s doorstep.32 Therefore, if there is a sudden, dramatic deteriora-
tion of the security situation, the eu may be forced to consider another 
intervention.

One of the most serious threats is illegal migration, which directly 
affects the security of several southern eu countries, Greece and Italy 
in particular. The migration waves hitting Europe, especially in 2015, 
originate mostly in armed conflict zones in Northern Africa, the Mid-
dle East and Afghanistan. According to Frontex Agency, more than 540 
000 migrants arrived on the Greek islands in the first ten months of 
2015, 13 times (!) more than in the same period of 2014. Syrians contin-
ued to account for the largest number of arrivals, although the share 
of Afghan nationals has risen significantly. Despite the worsening 
weather conditions in October, more than 150, 000 people made the 
journey from Turkey to Greece last month compared to fewer than 
8,500 in October 2014. As a direct knock-on effect, in the January-Oc-
tober period some 500,000 illegal border crossings were detected on 
the eu’s external borders in the Western Balkans, mainly on Hungary’s 
and Croatia’s borders with Serbia. Most of the migrants detected in 
the region had arrived earlier on one of the Greek islands in the Ae-
gean Sea and then left the eu to travel through the Former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia and Serbia. After Hungary constructed a fence 
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on its border with Serbia and tightened border controls in September, 
the migrants have begun crossing Croatia’s border with Serbia in re-
cord numbers. In contrast to the record numbers in Greece and the 
Western Balkans, the Central Mediterranean route saw the number of 
people crossing from Libya to Italy drop by half in October, to 8,500, 
compared to the same month of 2014. This was in large part due to a 
shortage of boats available to smugglers, bringing the figure for the 
first ten months down to 140,000 versus nearly 155,000 in the same 
period of 2014. 

Overall, the number of detections of illegal border crossings at the 
eu’s external borders between January and October 2015 stood at an 
unprecedented 1.2 million, four times (!) the 282,000 recorded in all 
of last year. 33

On 15 December 2015, under pressure of the migration crisis, the 
European Commission presented proposals to create a new Europe-
an security structure: a permanent 1,500-person European Border and 
Coast Guard (ebcg). The ec’s ambitious proposals stem from the fact 
that the excessive migration pressures have meant that some states 
such as Greece have not been able to effectively control their borders, 
constituting in this case the southern, external border of Schengen.34 

The rise in illegal migration from the armed conflict zones is also 
due to the ill-chosen strategic approaches of the us, nato and the 
eu, especially in Syria and Iraq. In Syria, the West was unable to pro-
vide sufficient support to moderate Syrian oppositionists in the early 
months of the civil war, despite warnings that the vacuum would fos-
ter extremist movements – the jihadists’ so-called Islamic State (is). At 
the same time, in Iraq, Prime Minister Nuri al Maliki’s Shi’a-dominat-
ed government (supported by the us) alienated Sunnis and heightened 
sectarian tensions, generating sympathy for is narrative.35 The is has 
since occupied parts of the Syrian and Iraqi territory, instituted a rigid 
Islamic regime and is now engaged in an armed conflict with the forces 
of the Iraqi army and the Kurdish Peshmerga. However, the us-trained 
and us-armed Iraqi army has crumbled under jihadist attacks, which 
make the Kurdish fighters the only fully combat-ready component of 
the anti-is resistance. 

 The fight against the Islamic State is led by the “coalition of the 
willing” including, apart from the us, several nato members and the 
Arab countries of the Gulf. A new actor in the conflict is Russia, since 
late September 2015, following a formal request by Asad´s Syrian gov-
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ernment asking for military help against rebel and jihadist groups (not 
only is, but also the groups al Nusra Front and Army of Conquest). 
However, the coalition and Russia are only containing the is with air 
strikes. Ground operation is not on the West’s agenda, no doubt due to 
the meagre public support it would likely get after the failures in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. Still, the conflict with the Islamic State may contrib-
ute to a disintegration of the political and territorial status quo in the 
Middle East, which could ultimately threaten European interests.  

Even now, however, the escalation of instability in the Middle East 
is becoming a serious threat to eu internal security. Radical Islamists 
from Europe are becoming involved in the Iraqi and Syrian conflicts, 
and are not only becoming more radicalised in the process, but also 
gaining new combat experience, which they can put to use in planning 
terrorist acts at home, as evidenced by the terrorist attacks in Paris in 
January and November 2015 and in Brussels in March 2016. The extent 
of the problem is best illustrated by figures: Some 5,000 combatants of 
the Islamic State are from Western Europe, e.g. around 760 from the 
uk and Germany and 1,700 from France.36 Eliminating such a threat re-
quires truly efficient work and cooperation of the intelligence services 
and the police. 

The Syrian and Iraqi experience has led some to question the qual-
ity and competence of political decision-making in matters of mili-
tary engagement. In a lecture on the Iraqi and Afghan wars given in 
London’s Royal United Services Institute, Admiral Mike Mullen, the 
former Chairman of the us Joint Chiefs of Staff, defined war as a con-
tinuation of politics and stressed politicians’ responsibility for it, while 
acknowledging that their decisions on Iraq and Afghanistan have of-
ten been disastrous. There are several lessons to be learned. Firstly, 
when the decision to enter a war is taken, the mission should have 
limited objectives. There should also be a clear understanding of what 
the ending should look like, what is to be achieved (i.e. at least an out-
line of a strategy) and what role the military should play in the pro-
cess. At the start, a military operation must always have a clear time 
frame: an idea of how long the deployment should last, not in terms 
of years, but in months. Understanding local culture and traditions is 
also crucial. How little the West knows about the countries in which 
it intervenes usually only becomes apparent when the fighting is in 
full swing – which can be a fatal mistake. Last but not least, western 
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countries should not be too cavalier with other nations’ sovereignty, as 
this is a very sensitive subject, especially in Muslim countries. In this 
context, Admiral Mullen was very critical about drone attacks in Paki-
stan. Technologies for targeted killing at a distance have desensitized 
us to the use of force. This, in turn, leads to the killing of innocent ci-
vilians along with terrorists, a serious mistake through which the West 
makes new enemies. The situation in the combat zone must always be 
assessed by those who have “boots on the ground”.37 

Admiral Mullen’s conclusions represent an important template for 
political and military decision-making when it comes to potential fu-
ture military/humanitarian operations in the unstable regions of Eu-
rope’s neighbourhood, especially in Africa and the Middle East. It is 
important that politicians make maximum use of diplomatic and in-
telligence services, consult with domestic experts on the political, so-
cial and economic evolution of the relevant countries or regions, and 
check the quality and reliability of the information they receive. It is 
also becoming clear that countries that lie in a conflict-ridden zone, 
are suffering from instability, or have already become failed states, 
require an integrated approach combining several tools. Only such a 
combination – including (but not limited to) diplomacy, development 
cooperation, and deployment of military and police forces — allows 
for a more comprehensive treatment of problems with corresponding 
multiplication effects. 

A partly integrated approach is being successfully implemented by 
eu-navfor Operation Atalanta, whose primary aim is to eliminate 
piracy off the Somali coast. According to Rear Admiral Bob Tarrant, 
Commander of Operation Atalanta, the anti-piracy activities of the 
international community in the region of the Horn of Africa have re-
duced piracy by 90 to 95 per cent over five years. But there is also an-
other aspect. The operation demonstrates Europe’s ability to act on its 
geopolitical priorities in the Suez-Shanghai zone, an area that contains 
the main European maritime communication line to the Middle East, 
South and East Asia, and that represents a meeting point of the world’s 
pre-eminent powers: China, the eu, India, Japan, South Korea and the 
us.38 Europe thus shows its potential to participate in the division of se-
curity roles according to Keohane’s concept, and to act, to some extent, 
as a global security player. In the current situation of security uncer-
tainty, this is not so small an achievement. Still, it is only one, (albeit 
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important) step towards strengthening Europe’s security role in the 
transatlantic framework.
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