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Introduction 

Over the  ast decade, the Euro ean Union (EU) has faced 
increasing  olitical, economic and existential challenges. The 
EU Global Strategy of 2016 o ened with the following state-
ment: ‘We live in times of existential crisis, within and beyond 
the Euro ean Union. Our Union is under threat. Our Eur-
o ean  roject, which has brought un recedented  eace,  ros-
 erity and democracy, is being questioned’ (Euro ean External 
Action Service, 2016). This assessment remained ever more 
relevant by 2024. The COVID-19  andemic that emerged in 
Euro e in early 2020 and the Russian Federation invasion of 
Ukraine that commenced in February 2022 have served to 
com ound the difculties faced by the EU as an international 
actor. However, such challenges also bring o  ortunities, as 
increasing interde endence allows for increased co-o eration 
on issues of common interest, not only within the EU, but also 
at the global level. 
This essay examines the  rinci al challenges and o  ortu-

nities confronting the EU in the 21st century. It ex lores the 
EU’s eforts to foster  eace and democracy in its ‘neighbour-
hood’ (countries to the east and south of the EU) over the 
years,  articularly following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. The 
essay also examines the EU’s attem ts to build an autonomous 
security and defence  olicy and the EU’s role in a more multi-
 olar and geo olitical world. Finally, it refects on the  ro-
s ects for the EU’s foreign and security  olicy in the wake of 
the United Kingdom’s exit from the EU in January 2020 
(commonly referred to as Brexit) and in the context of the 
COVID-19  andemic. 

Securing the EU’s Neighbourhood 
to the East and the South 

As the EU has ex anded over the years through the  rocess of 
enlargement, it has come closer to new neighbours to the East 
and the South, but also to new threats emanating from these 
countries (conficts, failed states, terrorism, human trafcking 
and organized crime). Thus, one of the main  riorities for the 
EU has been to  romote security and stability beyond its bor-
ders,  articularly through the  romotion of  eace and democ-
racy. First and foremost, the EU’s enlargement  olicy has been 
the main mechanism to achieve this  olicy goal, as exem lifed 
by the enlargements to admit countries from, inter a ia, Central 
and Eastern Euro e in 2004 and 2007, with the newest member, 
Croatia, admitted in 2013. The fact that other Western Balkan 

countries and Türkiye (known as Turkey until mid-2022) have 
a  lied to become members of the EU testifes to the historic 
success of the enlargement  olicy, which was widely deemed the 
EU’s most efective foreign  olicy initiative. By early 2022 fve 
countries had been granted ofcial candidate status: Albania, 
Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia and Türkiye. In June, 
as a consequence of the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the EU 
granted candidate status to Ukraine and neighbouring Mol-
dova. Bosnia and Herzegovina, which had submitted an a  li-
cation for EU membershi  in February 2016, was recognized as 
a candidate country in December 2022. Last but not least, 
Georgia gained candidate status in December 2023, bringing 
the total of EU candidate countries to nine. Meanwhile, the 
status of Kosovo remained unclear, as fve EU member coun-
tries (Cy rus, Greece, Romania, Slovakia and S ain) do not 
recognize its inde endence. This has not  revented the EU 
from develo ing its relations with Kosovo through the sig-
nature of a Stabilization and Association Agreement in 2015. 
However, the success of enlargement has been called into 

question by several develo ments. ‘Enlargement fatigue’ and 
the rise of Eurosce ticism and  o ulism in some Euro ean 
countries, as illustrated by the results of the Euro ean Parlia-
ment (EP) elections in May 2024, have eroded su  ort for 
enlargement. The exit of the UK from the EU in January 2020 
also added to this disenchantment with the EU  roject as, for 
the frst time in the Union’s history, a country left (rather than 
joined) the EU. Bilateral dis utes between EU member states 
and candidate countries have also im eded  rogress. Negotia-
tions on accession with North Macedonia and Albania were 
stalled from November 2020, owing to a Bulgarian veto 
im osed over a linguistic and historical dis ute. Formal acces-
sion talks with North Macedonia and Albania were launched 
only in July 2022, after North Macedonia committed to 
amending its Constitution to recognize the existence of a Bul-
garian ethnic minority. 
The fact that the ado tion of reforms in many of the candi-

date countries has been slow has also contributed to this state 
of afairs. In Bosnia, secessionist rhetoric from Bosnian Serb 
leader Mirolad Dodik and dee  disagreements among the three 
ethnic grou s have hindered the country’s governance. In the 
case of Serbia, democratic backsliding, as well as the confict 
with neighbouring Kosovo, have negatively afected the coun-
try’s accession  ros ects. Although the Ohrid Agreement, 
signed in March 2023 between the Serbian and Kosovar lea-
ders, was su  osed to contribute to the normalization of rela-
tions, tensions have continued to escalate following dis uted 
mayoral elections in Kosovo. The likelihood of Turkish acces-
sion has also decreased in recent years, owing to the increas-
ingly authoritarian style of President Rece  Tayyi  Erdoğan. 
Other  oints of contention in relations between the EU and 
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Türkiye include the Cy rus confict, maritime dis utes between 
Türkiye and Greece, the involvement of Türkiye in regional 
conficts (notably Libya and Nagornyi Karabakh) and com e-
tition over the ex loitation of gas resources in the Eastern 
Mediterranean. 
The  rinci al challenge to enlargement and, more generally, 

to EU democracy  romotion, has come from the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine launched in February 2022. Prior to this, 
the EU had tried to manage the emergence of an ‘arc of 
instability’ from the East to the South (Euro ean External 
Action Service, 2015) with the establishment of the Euro ean 
Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) in 2004. The ENP governed 
relations between the EU and 16 neighbours to the East and 
the South. It sought to s read democracy beyond its borders 
and  romote reforms in exchange for fnancial incentives and 
closer relations with the EU; however, the ofer of membershi  
was ex licitly excluded. It soon became a  arent that this 
a  roach was not going to create the necessary momentum for 
reform and that some diferentiation between the Eastern and 
Southern countries was needed. Hence, the Eastern Partner-
shi , ado ted in March 2009, was designed to advance the 
EU’s relations with Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, 
Moldova and Ukraine. 
A series of external crises in the 2010s highlighted the chal-

lenges faced by the EU’s neighbourhood  olicies. The so-called 
Arab S ring of  o ular u risings in 2011 and the subsequent 
conficts that engulfed the Middle East, from Egy t to Libya to 
the Syrian Arab Re ublic,  rovided evidence of the failure of 
the EU (and the West) to  romote ‘dee ’ democracy in this 
region. The revised ENP strategy ado ted by the EU in 2011 
constituted an attem t to res ond to these events, by  lacing 
increased em hasis on the need to su  ort the  romotion of 
democracy and the use of  ositive and negative conditionality. 
None the less, subsequent events, such as the deterioration of 
the res ective situations in Libya and Yemen, the civil war in 
Syria, and the emergence of the Islamic State in Iraq and the 
Levant (subsequently renamed Islamic State), suggested that 
the ENP remained a dysfunctional  olicy lacking real im act. 
The turn to a more  ragmatic or geo olitical foreign  olicy 

envisaged by the EU Global Strategy of 2016 was also linked to 
Euro e’s attem t to safeguard its ‘homeland security’,  articu-
larly in relation to the threat of terrorist attacks and the refugee 
crisis that afected the EU in 2015. Following large-scale ter-
rorist attacks on French territory in 2015–16, France became 
actively involved in the armed cam aign against Islamic State 
and requested the su  ort of other EU member states. 
Although the direct challenge  osed by Islamic State subse-
quently diminished considerably as the grou  continued to lose 
territory, the overall threat of Islamist terrorism remained, as 
demonstrated by fatal terrorist attacks carried out in several 
EU countries. Instability in Libya, Lebanon and the Sahel, as 
exem lifed by cou s in Mali in 2021 and Niger in 2023, con-
tinued to add to the EU’s troubles in the Southern neighbour-
hood. However, the war in Gaza undoubtedly  oses the biggest 
challenge yet. Since the major attack by Hamas on southern 
Israel on 7 October 2023 and the start of Israel’s retaliatory 
ofensive in the Gaza Stri , EU member states have a  eared 
to be divided and unable to sto  the violence and humanitarian 
disaster. 
The refugee crisis caused by the civil confict in Syria con-

tributed to exacerbating the sense of insecurity felt by many 
EU citizens (fuelled by Eurosce tic  o ulist  arties and the 
media). EU member states and institutions were caught both 
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un re ared and divided regarding how to accommodate the 
hundreds of thousands of  eo le feeing one of the worst civil 
wars in the 21st century. The failure to deal with the crisis 
increased su  ort for  o ulist and Eurosce tic governments 
across the EU, including in Poland and Hungary. Although by 
2022 the high volume of refugee fows from the Southern 
neighbourhood had been reduced, a new refugee exodus was 
caused by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. By March 2024 
a  roximately 6m. Ukrainian refugees were hosted by Eur-
o ean countries—mainly Germany and Poland—although 
there was a large infux of refugees into Central and Eastern 
Euro ean countries too. At the time of the Russian invasion, 
the EU res onded more efectively, and member states agreed 
in March 2022 to im lement, for the frst time, a Tem orary 
Protection Directive (TPD), which grants Ukrainian nationals 
the right to live, work and access a range of social services in 
EU member states for u  to three years without the need to 
a  ly for asylum (subsequently extended until March 2026). 
The activation of the TPD highlights the extent to which the 

confict in Ukraine constitutes an un recedented challenge for 
the EU and demonstrates the remarkable s eed and unity that 
has characterized the EU’s res onse so far. This is  articular 
evident when com ared with the EU’s res onse to the annexa-
tion of the Crimean Peninsula in 2014. In November 2013 the 
Ukrainian Government decided to sus end its  re arations for 
the signature of an Association Agreement (including free trade 
arrangements) with the EU, for which negotiations had been 
concluded. This led to anti-Government demonstrations 
o  osing President Viktor Yanukovych and the occu ation of 
Inde endence Square in the centre of the ca ital, Kyiv. The 
 rotests had dramatic consequences, ultimately leading to the 
colla se of the Yanukovych regime, the Russian Federation’s 
annexation of Crimea in March 2014 and o en confict in the 
Donbas region. It took the EU several months to res ond to 
the annexation of Crimea with the ado tion of a  ackage of 
sanctions, but sanctions did not go far enough to deter Russia 
from su  orting se aratist forces in the Donbas region. More-
over, it was obvious that the EU member states continued to 
disagree over how relations with Russia should be conducted in 
the long term. 
By contrast, the EU’s res onse to the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine that commenced on 24 February 2022 was swift and 
com rehensive. By mid-2024 the EU had agreed to im lement 
14 rounds of sanctions against Russia, in co-ordination with 
other Western allies such as the USA and the UK. EU sanc-
tions were aimed at weakening the ability of Vladimir Putin’s 
regime to fnance the war and to im ose burdensome costs on 
Russian oligarchs and members of the country’s  olitical elite. 
As well as targeting individuals, including Putin and Minister 
of Foreign Afairs Sergei Lavrov, sanctions targeted a wide 
range of fnancial and economic sectors,  rohibiting transac-
tions with Russia’s central bank and other state-controlled 
banks, the exclusion of several Russian banks from the SWIFT 
fnancial messaging system; and banning coal and oil im orts. 
Coal and oil embargoes were among the most signifcant deci-
sions; but achieving agreement among the EU-27 was not 
without difculty, not least because of the sensitive nature of 
energy de endence from Russia in some EU member states. 
The EU’s res onse to the crisis in Ukraine has involved 
ado ting a united front in other areas, including eforts to 
address the humanitarian and refugee crisis, granting candidate 
status to Ukraine (as well as to Moldova and Georgia), 
launching the REPowerEU Plan to reduce energy de endence 
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on Russia and strengthening the EU’s common defence  olicy 
(see below). In sum, the war in Ukraine has served as a major 
catalyst for change in EU foreign  olicy. 
The situation in Belarus has also constituted a signifcant 

challenge for the EU’s foreign  olicy in the East. Following 
claims of electoral fraud after authoritarian President Alyak-
sandr Lukashenka was re-elected for a sixth term in August 
2020 and the re ression of members of civil society and other 
activists, the EU im osed new sanctions in October. The 
situation escalated in early 2021 after further re orts of human 
rights violations in Belarus, and in May a Ryanair fight from 
Greece to Lithuania was forced by the Belarusian air force to 
land in Minsk, the ca ital of Belarus, where Belarusian  olice 
ofcers arrested and detained the journalist and human rights 
activist Raman Pratasyevich and his girlfriend. This  rom ted 
the EU to im ose further sanctions on Belarus, targeting senior 
ofcials and  rinci al sectors of the economy. Belarus was 
subsequently accused of diverting thousands of Middle Eastern 
migrants to the Polish border in a bid to destabilize the EU. 
After Belarus assisted Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, EU rela-
tions with the Lukashenka regime deteriorated still further. 
The successive crises in the East have led to a reinvigoration 

of the role of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
in Euro e and heightened concerns among EU member states 
about territorial defence. They have also led to increased calls 
for the EU to strengthen its role in security and defence mat-
ters. It is to these issues that the following section turns. 

Developing Autonomous Defence 
Capabilities and EU Relations with 

NATO 

With the return of war to the Euro ean continent, discussions 
about the need for a strong EU security and defence  olicy 
have come back to the table. However, it is im ortant to note 
that the EU and its member states had already begun to 
develo  Euro ean strategic autonomy  rior to 2022. Serious 
ga s in Euro ean defence ca abilities were already evident 
during the early 2010s and remain unaddressed today. The 
fnancial crisis of 2008 and the austerity  olicies that followed 
had reduced what were already very small defence budgets. The 
result was that many EU member states failed to meet the 
NATO target of 2% of defence ex enditure as a  ercentage of 
gross domestic  roduct. The  roblem lies not only in the 
amount of money that Euro ean states s end on defence, but 
also in the quality of their armed forces. Of a total of 
1.8m. troo s, fewer than 20% are de loyable abroad. Other 
shortfalls in Euro ean ca abilities relate to lack of intelligence, 
surveillance and reconnaissance systems, strategic air-lift and 
air-refuelling ca abilities, and unmanned vehicles. 
The election in November 2016 of US President Donald 

Trum , who urged Euro eans to do more on defence, and 
 re arations for the UK’s exit from the EU brought new 
urgency to this debate, with EU leaders and the Euro ean 
Commission ado ting a  ackage of measures to im rove the 
EU’s defence ca abilities. In November 2016 the Commission 
 ro osed the Euro ean Defence Fund initiative to  rovide 
funding for research  rojects on defence ca abilities and for the 
develo ment of defence equi ment and technologies. Other 
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initiatives agreed by the EU member states included the estab-
lishment of a Military Planning and Conduct Ca ability for 
non-executive military ca acity building missions and the 
im lementation of the Permanent Structured Co-o eration 
initiative,  roviding for increased co-o eration in defence 
between EU countries. Under the new EU multi-annual budget 
(for 2021−27), some €8,000m. (in current  rices) was dedicated 
to the Euro ean Defence Fund, and the EU is investing in 
 rojects such as the Military Mobility  roject (which seeks to 
facilitate the movement of troo s more ra idly across Euro e). 
An additional €5,000m. (in current  rices) was allocated to the 
Euro ean Peace Facility, which covers initiatives that have 
military or defence im lications under the EU’s Common 
Security and Defence Policy. 
One of the frst decisions ado ted by the EU in res onse to 

the Russian invasion of Ukraine was to mobilize funds from 
the Euro ean Peace Facility to su  ort the transfer of lethal 
wea ons from EU member states to Ukraine. This was the frst 
time that the EU had agreed to fund the  urchase of arms, 
illustrating both the scale of the threat  osed by the war and 
the degree of unity among its member states. By July 2024 the 
EU had mobilized €11,100m. (in current  rices) for Ukraine 
under this initiative. In March 2023 EU leaders also decided to 
launch an initiative to  rovide more ammunition to Ukraine 
and to ram  u  the  rocurement and  roduction of ammuni-
tion within the EU (via the Act in Su  ort of Ammunition 
Production). Furthermore, the war has accelerated integration 
in security and defence, following the ado tion of the EU’s 
Strategic Com ass for Security and Defence in March 2022, 
the launch of a Euro ean Industrial Defence Strategy and 
Denmark joining the military dimension of EU security  olicy, 
thereby ending its longstanding defence o t-out. Most Eur-
o ean countries have also committed to increasing national 
defence budgets, including Germany, which announced that it 
was to increase defence s ending by some €100,000m. 
The confict in Ukraine that commenced in 2014 also con-

tributed to revitalizing NATO and its role in territorial defence 
in Euro e. At NATO summits in New ort, Wales, UK (2014) 
and Warsaw, Poland (2016), the alliance em hasized its com-
mitment to collective defence in the face of a resurgent Russian 
threat. It also su  orted these declarations with some concrete 
o erational measures, such as the de loyment of US troo s to 
Eastern Euro e. At the Warsaw summit of June 2016, the EU 
and NATO declared their intention to co-o erate more closely, 
for instance in the area of hybrid threats, cyber security and 
maritime security, and by co-ordinating exercises. However, 
increasing co-o eration between the two organizations has not 
always mirrored co-o eration across the Atlantic. The election 
of Trum  as US President led to increasing tensions between 
the EU and the USA, as a result of difering a  roaches to 
international crises, such as those relating to nuclear  rolifera-
tion, climate change and international trade, and owing to 
Trum ’s vacillating commitment to NATO’s Article 5 (the 
mutual defence guarantee). Furthermore, Western tensions over 
how to deal with Iran remained, following the USA’s unilateral 
decision in 2018 to withdraw from the EU-backed deal nego-
tiated with Iran in 2015, and designed to guarantee the  eaceful 
nature of Iran’s nuclear  rogramme. The new Administration 
of US President Joe Biden, who took ofce in January 2021, 
vowed to strengthen ties across the Atlantic. 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 has resulted in a further 

strengthening of the alliance. Together with new commitments 
from its members to additional de loyments in Eastern Euro e, 
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NATO ado ted a new Strategic Conce t at its 2022 summit, 
held in Madrid, S ain, in June. The document reiterates the 
deterrence role  rovided by the organization and identifes 
Russia as the ‘most signifcant and direct threat’ to the Allies’ 
security. In 2023 and 2024 NATO welcomed the accession of 
Finland and Sweden, res ectively, as new members of the alli-
ance. However, the  ros ect of a second Trum  Administration 
raised concerns among Euro ean allies, es ecially after Trum  
stated in February 2024 that if he was re-elected, the USA 
would not  rotect Euro eans, if they were attacked by Russia. 
While the war in Ukraine has received signifcant attention 

and resources, the EU has continued to be actively involved in 
confict  revention and crisis management elsewhere with the 
de loyment of Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) 
o erations. Over 30 civilian and military o erations have been 
de loyed in Euro e, Africa and Asia since 2003. Recent exam les 
include a military training mission in Mozambique launched in 
2021 and the EU Military Training Mission in Ukraine—one of 
its most ambitious missions too, as it  lans to train 60,000 
Ukrainian soldiers by mid-2024. Its most recent naval o era-
tion, As ides, was launched in February 2024 to  rotect shi -
 ing crossing the Red Sea from attacks by Yemeni-based 
Houthi rebels acting in su  ort of the Palestinian  eo le in 
Gaza. These exam les demonstrate that the EU is well  laced 
to deal with a wide variety of security challenges and, in  ar-
ticular, to su  ort  eacebuilding and ca acity building in the 
security sector in countries that have recently undergone a 
 eriod of confict. However, these and other CSDP missions 
also demonstrate the EU’s weaknesses in res onding to more 
challenging security threats beyond ‘soft’ security issues and, in 
 articular, in being a relevant defence actor. In this area, EU 
member states still rely on NATO—and, more generally, on the 
USA—as demonstrated by res onses to the war in Ukraine. 
Whether the initiatives mentioned earlier can actually im rove 
the EU’s defence ca abilities in a context of increasing inse-
curity in the neighbourhood is still unclear. 

Responding to the Rise of the 
Emerging Economies in a Post-

COVID-19 World 

Western countries, and the EU, have struggled to deal with the 
challenges associated with the rise of emerging economies. The 
global fnancial crisis accelerated the shift in the international 
balance of  ower from the West to ‘the rest’. As a result, Eur-
o ean countries were confronted not only with the  ros ect of 
a relative decline in  ower—as other world  owers emerged— 
but also with an absolute decline in  ower as a consequence of 
the efects of the crisis in the eurozone. The eurozone crisis also 
highlighted the increasing ga  in global governance structures, 
which led some EU member states to give u  some of their 
decision-making  ower at international forums in reforms 
agreed between 2008 and 2010. The demands of the emerging 
economies for greater democratization of the international 
system were  artially addressed by the International Monetary 
Fund and the World Bank, and with the increasing role of the 
Grou  of 20 leading industrialized and develo ing nations 
(G20) in global economic and fnancial issues. However, these 
reforms did not fully redress the under-re resentation of 
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emerging and develo ing economies in global governance 
structures, in  articular in the UN system. 
Given the inability of individual Euro ean countries to deal 

with this challenge on their own, the EU, acting as a bloc and 
as a single  olitical entity, could thus become an im ortant 
force, as it had demonstrated in the  ast in trade issues. How-
ever, too often the EU’s  osition has been undermined by dis-
agreements among its member states and a  reference among 
them for conducting bilateral, rather than multilateral, rela-
tions. Moreover, the EU’s res onse to the emergence of a mul-
ti olar world and the rise of the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, 
China and South Africa) has been characterized by ‘ad 
hocism’, an em hasis on trade issues—rather than  olitical and 
security matters—and the lack of a clear strategy. As a result, 
the EU’s attem ts to establish strategic  artnershi s with 
emerging  owers have so far failed to deliver concrete results. 
Increasing geo olitical tensions,  articularly between the Peo-
 le’s Re ublic of China and the USA, also risk sidelining the 
EU and undermining the multilateral system that is a corner-
stone of both the liberal order and the EU’s foreign  olicy 
 aradigm. Geo olitical tensions between the USA and China 
dee ened during the COVID-19  andemic, with the USA and 
China each engaging in a damaging exchange of blame. The 
Russian invasion of Ukraine, followed by the war in Gaza, have 
also illustrated the fragility of the rules-based order and the 
inability of the West to mobilize su  ort from the ‘rest’. 
Economic and  olitical relations with China remain of cru-

cial im ortance to the EU. Historically, there have been ten-
sions between China and the EU over several issues, including 
the bloc’s longstanding arms embargo on China, China’s status 
as a market economy, tensions in the South China Sea and 
accusations of China’s violation of the human rights of reli-
gious minorities. On these and other issues, the EU has 
remained cautious and often divided, and China did not hesi-
tate to ex loit these divisions, favouring the conclusion of 
bilateral deals with member states. Member states ex ressed 
concern about economic com etition from chea  Chinese 
ex orts, but at the same time they have sought to beneft from 
the o  ortunities ofered by a growing Chinese economy in the 
form of ex orts and investments through bilateral and multi-
lateral deals. An exam le of the latter was the Co-o eration 
between China and Central and Eastern Euro ean Countries 
17+1 (17 Central and Eastern Euro ean countries,  lus China, 
until the withdrawal of the Baltic states), which sought to 
advance the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative in Euro e. A 
 a er  ublished by the Euro ean Commission in 2019 summed 
u  the EU’s relationshi  with China by acknowledging the 
 otential benefts of a  artnershi  with China, but also identi-
fying the country as ‘an economic com etitor’ and ‘a systemic 
rival  romoting alternative models of governance’. 
The COVID-19  andemic brought some of these issues to 

the fore. China’s assistance to some individual EU member 
states in the early stages of the crisis was well received, but 
sus icions remained regarding China’s alleged attem ts to 
conceal the severity of the COVID-19 crisis in Wuhan at the 
beginning of the outbreak and its aggressive ‘wolf warrior’ 
di lomacy. Similarly, although a majority of EU member states 
 referred to adhere to the EU’s vaccine rollout  rogramme 
(which com rised vaccines manufactured in the EU and the 
USA), some countries, such as Hungary,  urchased and used 
Chinese-made vaccines. The EU has also grown concerned 
about Chinese involvement in the Western Balkans and Eastern 
Euro e. Political tensions have afected EU−Chinese trade 
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relations, too. Hailed as an im ortant milestone, the EU-China 
Com rehensive Agreement on Investment was signed in 
December 2020, but the EU in efect sus ended  rogress 
towards ratifcation of the agreement in May 2021. This was in 
res onse to sanctions im osed by China on Members of the EP 
and other human rights advocates, following the EU’s im osi-
tion of sanctions on Chinese ofcials in the Xinjiang Uygur 
(Sinkiang Uighur) Autonomous Region of western China who 
were sus ected of involvement in human rights violations 
against members of the Muslim Uygur minority ethnic grou . 
China, like other emerging economies such as India, has also 
avoided direct criticism of Russia over the war in Ukraine, 
instead using the situation as an o  ortunity to strengthen 
Sino-Russian economic and energy ties. This ambiguous  osi-
tion has increased concerns among Euro ean  olicymakers 
about the rise of China, with EU-Chinese relations in the areas 
of human rights and the war in Ukraine being described as a 
‘dialogue of the deaf ’ (Borrell, 2022). There is also an increased 
willingness to reduce EU de endencies and vulnerabilities and 
to  rotect su  ly chains,  articularly in critical areas such as 
semiconductors. This strategy of de-risking (rather than 
decou ling) aims to strengthen the EU’s strategic autonomy. 
More recently, the Euro ean Commission announced the 
im osition of tarifs of 37.6% on electric vehicles made in 
China, following a similar measure by the USA. 
Des ite these  roblems, there are o  ortunities for the EU to 

 lay a stronger role in resha ing global governance. When the 
EU demonstrates leadershi  and unity, it can achieve im or-
tant goals. For instance, by ensuring better di lomatic co-ordi-
nation within the EU and with other international actors, 
agreement was reached at the UN climate change summit held 
in Paris, France, in December 2015. The EU and China vowed 
to su  ort the im lementation of the Paris climate agreement, 
and President Biden reversed Trum ’s decision to withdraw 
from the agreement in January 2021, immediately u on taking 
ofce. A ‘green recovery’ is one of the  rinci al  riority areas 
for the EU after the COVID-19  andemic, and ensuring co-
o eration with China and the USA will be essential. Issues 
such as food and energy insecurity, which have been severely 
exacerbated by the war in Ukraine, will also require a joint 
efort at the international level. 
Furthermore, the EU needs to avoid becoming a victim of 

tensions between China and the USA. Hence, achieving strate-
gic autonomy in a more multi olar and geo olitical world 
seems, if anything, more relevant, given the magnitude of the 
challenges that the bloc faces currently. 

Conclusion 

Over the  ast 15 years the EU has had to deal with the accu-
mulated im act of a number of crises, from the fnancial and 
economic crisis in the eurozone to security and migratory crises 
in the neighbourhood, and more recently, the COVID-19  an-
demic and the wars in Ukraine and Gaza. Des ite the institu-
tional innovations introduced by the Treaty of Lisbon, the EU’s 
early res onse to these crises was fragmented, reactive and 
characterized by divisions among member states. In com ar-
ison, the joint res onse to the COVID-19 crisis, with the nego-
tiation in July 2020 of a historic agreement on a new budget 
and a one-of recovery fund named Next Generation EU— 
totalling more than €1,824,300m. in 2018  rices—seemed to 
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re resent real  rogress. This has also been the case regarding 
the EU’s res onse to the various issues arising from the confict 
in Ukraine. However, Euro ean unity remains fragile, as 
demonstrated by the EU’s inability to mediate a humanitarian 
ceasefre during the war in Gaza. 
In many cases, this state of afairs refects the absolute and 

relative decline in  ower of Euro ean states and increasing 
geo olitical tensions at the global level. In other cases, the 
 roblems are self-inficted, as a result of a failure to invest in 
security and defence ca abilities, or of the continuing disagree-
ments among the EU member states, which  revent it from 
s eaking with one voice. In this regard, the exit of the UK from 
the EU has exacerbated some of these  roblems, for instance 
by reducing the total resources available for EU foreign  olicy 
initiatives. This is  articularly true in matters of security and 
defence, as the UK’s defence budget was the largest among the 
EU member states. A more o timistic inter retation of Brexit, 
however, is that the removal of the UK (a major veto  layer 
that often sought to obstruct closer Euro ean co-o eration) 
might ultimately strengthen integration and the  otential for 
strategic autonomy among the remaining EU member states. 
The EU’s deal over the recovery fund, with debt issuance by the 
EU to fund the initiative, already  rovides an exam le of an 
agreement that might not have been  ossible with the UK as a 
member state. Although Brexit negotiations led to animosity 
between the EU and UK sides during the  rocess ending in 
Brexit, the need to res ond to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has 
brought the EU and the UK closer on a number of issues 
(including sanctions on Russia and the delivery of wea ons to 
Ukraine). The signing of the so-called Windsor Framework in 
early 2023, in an attem t to resolve the issue of Northern Ire-
land as  art of the UK as well as  art of the island of Ireland, 
can also be inter reted as a  romising ste  towards closer co-
o eration between two natural  artners that share interests and 
face similar threats in the Euro ean continent. 
In sum, in the current context, EU countries are confronted 

with signifcant challenges resulting not only from the rise of 
emerging economies (such as China) and regional com etitors 
(Russia), but also from longstanding  artners such as the USA, 
all of which have challenged EU-su  orted  rinci les such as 
the  ooling of sovereignty, efective multilateralism and inter-
national free trade. In this regard, there have been some  osi-
tive signs since 2016 that have strengthened the EU’s strategic 
autonomy, including  lans to move forward in the areas of 
defence and fscal integration. Further  rogress along this  ath 
will remain a crucial test of the EU’s ability to become a global 
 ower in the years to come. 
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