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The European Commission’s recent de-
cision to draft a new European Security 
Strategy has come as a surprise to many. 
And the desire to deliver it on a very 
tight timeline, in time for Commission 
President Ursula von der Leyen’s State of 
the European Union address in Septem-
ber, a mere four years after the EU’s Stra-
tegic Compass, is perplexing to some.
But the union’s strategic environment 
has experienced epochal shifts: Russia’s 
grinding war in Ukraine, China’s acceler-
ated economic dominance and existen-
tial threat to many European industries, 
as well as the United States’ transforma-
tion from most trusted ally to unreliable 
and sometimes coercive partner. Eu-
rope is therefore confronted with a new 
world order where hard power has be-
come the name of the game. As a conse-
quence, security concerns permeate all 
policies far beyond the military sector. 
They shape ongoing debates about eco-

nomic overdependence — from energy 
to digital applications or critical miner-
als — with the risk of being instrumen-
talized for political purposes.
Today, Europe cuts a hesitant figure on 
the international scene. It could become 
a lonely one if it fails to clarify what it rep-
resents, where it wants to go, and which 
partners it intends to work with. This 
is where the new security strategy can 
make a difference. In the end, this process 
should be about redefining the European 
identity as it confronts a massive set of 
issues rarely seen in its history.
From that point of view, Europe could 
go for an inward-looking approach or, 
conversely, choose to lead an alliance of 
like-minded countries dedicated to the 
reform of the multilateral order. Equally, 
it could simply focus on managing the 
present crises as best as it can or raise 
its game to a vision of what it wants to 
be in the long term. In that case, it must 
be capable of offering its own perspec-
tive for a future security order for the 
continent as a whole and take respon-
sibility for leading the way with outside 
partners dedicated to the revival of an 
improved rules-based order.
Yet, instead of engaging at this level, 

many member states fear that the com-
mission may be using the new strategy 
to overstretch its sphere of action. Re-
cent initiatives from Brussels, like en-
couraging joint procurements and more 
cooperation between defense industries, 
have raised concerns of a renewed at-
tempt to redraw lines or responsibility 
in a sensitive political playground. The 
same concern applies to finances: With 
the ongoing discussions over multi-year 
budgetary planning, a new security 
strategy looks like the natural spring-
board to push for new external pro-
grams. As laborious negotiations try to 
balance member states’ top priorities — 
agriculture and social spending — with 
finding new money for competitiveness, 
the future security strategy looks like an 
unwelcome intruder in an already stren-
uous power play.
There is also the question of how the 
new strategy would propose to deal with 

the current state of relations with the 
United States. Can the EU draw any de-
finitive conclusion from the giant shifts 
still underway in the transatlantic rela-
tionship? Redesigning this partnership 
may rapidly become an impossible task, 
when most member states fear antago-
nizing US President Donald Trump and 
would rather buy time in the hopes of 
returning to a more orderly state of play.
All that said, as a constant defender of 
right over might since its inception, it is 
logical for the union to feel the urge to set 
up a more positive vision for the global 
order.
But the contents of a new security strat-
egy would be far from consensus-based. 
Traditionally, strategies connect ends, 
means, and ways. In assessing its am-
bitions and priorities, Europe will have 
to analyze the increased complexity of 
contemporary threats. It must also de-
fine its own interests and unpack new 
instruments and working methods. In 
the past, EU strategies often resorted to 
a superficial analysis of the geopolitical 
environment, for fear of naming adver-
saries and describing the real nature of 
the threats Europe was confronting.
Today, it boils down to a larger question 
about the role of Europe in these conse-
quential times.
The current threats are well known, 
and the goals — albeit of an unprece-
dented magnitude — are already large-
ly mapped. In geostrategic terms, they 
include: reinforcing European defense 
against Russia, leading an uneasy tran-
sition with America as it moves from 
indispensable ally to unpredictable 
partner, and standing up to the rising 
economic, political, and military power 
of China. In soft power terms, they in-
clude managing the first new wave of 
enlargement since 2013 and reshaping 
relations with partners from the Global 
South, for whom Europe is the natural 
flag-bearer of a revised multilateralism. 
To this already overwhelming list could 
be added the more societal challenges, 
from AI to climate change and from mi-
gration to democracy.
On all these challenges, a credible and 
ambitious vision is expected by a large 
number of Europe’s partners. Currently 
lagging in responding to these expec-
tations, Brussels is running the risk of 
being gradually sidelined. Indeed, it has 
been conspicuously absent from the ten-
tative negotiations over Ukraine or the 
current crisis in the Middle East. Hopes 
of a crucial diplomatic role for Europe 
have all too often ended in delusion.
These are times to think creatively and 
promote a narrative that convinces both 
European populations and outside part-
ners that the EU is profoundly changing. 
The priority must be to issue a clear polit-
ical statement about what Europe intends 
to do at a time when many of its partners 
have lost confidence in its political agen-
cy. This new strategy must be about re-
building trust in leadership: among the 
EU’s own members, among candidate 
countries in the Balkans and Eastern 
Europe, and among all potential part-
ners who seek to build enhanced links 
with the union. If this future strategy can 
achieve that goal, it will have provided a 
meaningful way of reshaping Europe into 
a more compelling international actor 
and it will have rekindled true leadership.

The article was first published by the  
Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace.

European security strategy in search of  
new ambition

European Council President Antonio Costa (L) and 
South Korean President Lee Jae Myung gesture on 
the day of an EU-South Korea summit in Brussels, 
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But the contents 
of a new security 
strategy would be 
far from consensus-
based. Traditionally, 
strategies connect 
ends, means, and 
ways. In assessing 
its ambitions and 
priorities, Europe 
will have to analyze 
the increased 
complexity of 
contemporary 
threats. It must 
also define its own 
interests and unpack 
new instruments 
and working 
methods. In the 
past, EU strategies 
often resorted to a 
superficial analysis 
of the geopolitical 
environment, for 
fear of naming 
adversaries and 
describing the 
real nature of the 
threats Europe was 
confronting. Today, 
it boils down to a 
larger question 
about the role of 
Europe in these 
consequential 
times.
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likewise depends upon Europe’s tech-
nology, investment, and consumer 
market. Yet alongside this interde-
pendence, competition over advanced 
technologies, future industries, supply 
chains, and geopolitical influence is 
intensifying.

From this perspective, relations be-
tween Brussels and Beijing have en-
tered a phase of “managed competi-
tion”; a phase in which neither a return 
to the economic optimism of previous 
decades appears probable nor the 
emergence of a full-scale economic 

Cold War. What appears more prob-
able is the formation of a new order 
governing relations between the two 
parties. An order in which trade and 
investment will continue, yet will be 
influenced, more than ever before, by 
security-related, industrial, and strate-

gic considerations.
In essence, Europe has now concluded 
that the China question is no longer 
merely an economic issue, but has be-
come one of the European Union’s most 
consequential strategic tests in the 21st 
century; a test whose outcome will de-

termine not only the future of Europe–
China relations, but also a portion of 
the future of the global economic order 
itself.
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