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Introduction

Since its creation, the European Union has embraced core values that reflected the need for
peace and prosperity that arose in the aftermath of World War Il. These founding principles
contributed to shaping the European Union as both an economic and normative power, based
on legal and democratic integration. As a result, its external powers have long been
marginalised, due to political implications and divergent national positions among Member
States. However, since the end of the Cold War, the European states have experienced armed
conflicts and growing instability on the European continent, prompting them to expand the
Union’s external powers. The shifting geopolitical scenario, with an increasingly multipolar
international system, requires the European Union to take concrete action and refocus on its

priorities, otherwise its relevance as a strategic actor will eventually decline.

This dissertation aims to evaluate the extent to which the external powers of the European
Union have evolved, considering future potential scenarios. Specifically, the thesis provides a
comparative analysis of the EU’s strategic approach in the Balkan Wars of the 1990s and in
the Russia-Ukraine conflict, two pivotal moments for the evolution of a European foreign
policy. Through this comparison, the thesis will underline both the key differences and shared

elements, focusing on the continuity that will form the foundation for future progress.

In the 1990s, for the first time after World War 1, armed conflicts among European states re-
emerged, leaving the newly established EU unprepared in the face of the violent dissolution of
Yugoslavia. Therefore, this exposed the EU’s institutional and military fallacies in crisis
management, revealing its reliance on the United Nations and NATO. Despite the EU’s role
being extremely marginal, the Balkan Wars raised awareness among the EU countries,
increasing the need for a European external dimension. This urgency was further reinforced
with the conflict in Ukraine, first in 2014 with Russia’s annexation of Crimea, and later with
the full-scale invasion in 2022. On this occasion, the EU was more prepared and could deploy
more tailored policies, encompassing different dimensions, including humanitarian, economic,
and military fields. Unlike in the Balkans, the EU seems to have greater strategic autonomy,
although the conflict remains unresolved and new challenges are arising. In particular, Donald
Trump’s re-election has caused a strong reaction from most of the EU states, which could be

the beginning of a change in the European approach seen until now.



This thesis seeks to address not only the major steps taken by the EU in foreign affairs, but also
to assess how future scenarios may unfold, and whether the countermeasures adopted by the
EU in response to the conflicts are genuinely effective, or merely symbolic. It will focus on
legal, institutional, and political developments, analysing EU tools such as the European Peace
Facility, and new proposals, such as Rearm Europe, which represent an ambitious effort

towards a European strategic autonomy.

The selection of the thesis’ topic relates to the increasing challenges of the current geopolitical
landscape, characterized by a rapid rebalance of powers, where emerging actors are yet to be
defined. This context, combined with personal curiosities and academic ambitions, has guided
the choice of this subject, because the role of the European Union is critical to understand
whether Europe will maintain its privileged positions or face the competition with other
contesting countries. Indeed, if the EU fails to define itself strategically, its relevance on the
international stage will inevitably decline. Therefore, analysing the evolution of its external

powers is crucial to assess Europe’s potential future and the well-being of its people.

The first chapter will delve into the legal and theoretical framework of the Union’s external
powers, by providing a historical overview and a particular focus on the Common Foreign and
Security Policy and other competences that allow the EU to act externally. A special focus will
be on the instruments employed by the Union in its foreign policy, underlining the key factors

that prompted their evolution.

The second and third chapters will explore the EU’s responses to the Balkan Wars and the
Russian invasion of Ukraine respectively. They will present the historical backgrounds of the
conflicts and the approaches adopted by the Union on both occasions, offering a balanced
evaluation of their limitations and progressive elements. Specifically, the areas of intervention,
the political cohesion among Member States, and the economic and military tools will be at the

centre of the discussion.

Lastly, a fourth chapter will summarise the pivotal evolutions in terms of external powers,
while drawing lessons from the Union’s empirical experiences in crisis management.
Additionally, it will offer an in-depth analysis on potential solutions and future challenges,

critically assessing the current capabilities possessed by the EU.

In general, the research question guiding this dissertation can be formulated as: “To what extent

did the European Union develop a coherent and effective external dimension?” More
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specifically, it investigates whether the European Union was able to establish its own foreign
competences, and whether there is potential for further development. According to the findings,
significant progress has been made from the Coal and Steel Community until now, particularly
in strategic and military matters. Nevertheless, the current international arena is surprisingly
unstable and protecting its own relevance as a geopolitical actor should be a priority for the

European Union, although this objective has not always been realised.



Chapter 1 - Historical and Theoretical Framework of EU’s external powers

1.1 The Evolution of the EU’s External Powers
This chapter provides a comprehensive analysis of the European Union’s external powers.
It focuses on the historical evolution and the normative approach adopted from the
establishment of the European Community to the present day. It begins with an historical
overview, with the post-World War period and the early attempts of integration, followed
by a practical analysis of the mechanisms involved in the decision-making process for the
defence and foreign policies. Understanding the advancement of these external powers is
crucial to grasp how historical events shaped the EU’s role as a unified actor on the global
stage. Therefore, exploring the key developments that influenced the EU’s international
sphere will not only provide useful insights, but also lay the groundwork for future trends

in European foreign policy.

In the aftermath of World War 1I, when the European Union started to take form as an
economic alliance between six founding countries, a unified defence and military
dimension was not taken into consideration, as the Member States (MS) envisaged only a
purely economic aspect!. The idea of a common foreign policy and defence was proposed
in 1951, with the Paris Treaty, suggested by the French Premier, René Pleven, hence
renowned as Pleven Plan?. His proposal concerned the creation of a European Defence
Community, with a common army under the command of a supranational European
institution, to ensure the security of the Member States in case of external aggression®.
Along with this initiative, the plan advocated also for a European Political Community
(EPC), whose scope was the union between the European Coal and Steel Community and
the European Defence Community*. This ambitious plan, however, was never
implemented, as the French National Assembly rejected the ratification of the second Paris

Treaty in 1954, signalling the failure of the European Defence Community, and

1“SHAPE History | That a 1952 Treaty Created a European Army Within NATO.” n.d.

2 Ibidem

3 European Union, “Treaty Establishing the European Coal and Steel Community, ECSC Treaty,” Europa.eu,
2017.

4 “The European Political Community (EPC) - Historical Events in the European Integration Process (1945—
2014) - CVCE Website,” www.cvce.eu, n.d.



consequently the European Political Community as well®. The failure of the Pleven Plan
underscored the difficulties in achieving a full political and military integration among
Member States, especially post-World War 11, a period in which the militarisation and
rearmament was particularly delicate and deemed dangerous. Despite this non-success, the
idea of a unified European defence did not vanish. Instead, it paved the way for a further
economic and military cooperation, culminating with the consolidation of the European
Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), with the 1952 Paris Treaty, initiating the long process
of European integration®,

The evolution of EU’s external power, particularly in its early stages, was significantly
influenced by the necessity for increased cooperation and interconnection in an uncertain
historical context, such as during the Cold War. Indeed, the aftermath of World War 11 was
a delicate transitional moment for Europe, due to the decline of historical powers, such as
Germany, France and Great Britain, which either lost the war or their colonial empires. This
situation generated a power vacuum, prompting European countries to seek greater regional
cooperation, while remaining aligned with the Atlantic block. This shift shaped the EU’s
external objectives and, as the Community started to expand, its defence and military
strategies began to solidify, aiming at a counterbalance to the emerging international

powers.

1.2 Key Legal Milestones in the Development of the EU’s Foreign Competencies

1.2.1 The Treaty of Rome and Single European Act
The origins of the European Union rooted solely on economic integration among the
founding states, initially defined by the ECSC, later reinforced through the 1957 Treaty of
Rome, establishing the European Economic Community (EEC). The importance of this
treaty lies in its objectives, as it envisioned a common market - based on the free movement
of goods, people, services and capital — and a customs union’. Although the EEC Treaty
did not mention political or external matters, it set the foundations for what would become

the modern European Union.

5 Anne Deighton, “The European Security and Defence Policy,” JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies 40,
no. 4 (November 2002): 719-41.

bIbidem

7"The Treaty Establishing the European Economic Community (EEC Treaty)," EUR-Lex. N.d.



The Union’s political and external cohesion gained more relevance thanks to the expansion
of the EEC - starting in 1973 with the accession of Ireland, United Kingdom and Denmark®.
In1986, the Single European Act (SEA) completed the internal market, and granted, for the
first time, a legal status to the concept of a European Political Cooperation (EPC). Although
not directly implying any supranational aspect, the SEA posed the legal basis for the
cooperation in the foreign area, based on intergovernmental procedures, led by the
European Council and supported by the Council of the Foreign Ministers®. A permanent
secretariat was also established to represent the Community in external relations®. The
Single European Act marked the first significant provision expanding the Community’s

competences, particularly in foreign policy.

1.2.3 The Maastricht and Amsterdam Treaties

The 1992 Maastricht Treaty marked a pivotal moment by establishing the foundations for
the current European Union. Officially named Treaty on the European Union (TEU), it
introduced the Union’s three fundamental pillars: the European Communities; the Common
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP); and the cooperation in the context of justice and home
affairs!!. In particular, the CFSP became the core of the EU’s external powers, outlining a
distinct set of competences, primarily focused on political and security coordination,
separate from those in legal and economic framework'?. Indeed, the CFSP allows Member
States to define and implement policies in foreign and security affairs while respecting their
own national sovereignty, with the European Council and the Council of Ministers being
determinant in the decision-making process’®. The CFSP operates through
intergovernmental procedures, enabling Member States to collaborate in the Union’s
external actions, in line with the principles of loyalty and mutual solidarity**. Indeed, the

competences under the CFSP are conferred by Member States, based on the fundamental

8 European Union, “EU Enlargement - European Union,” european-union.europa.eu, 2025

9 Marit Sjgvaag, “The Single European Act,” Foreign and Security Policy in the European Union, 1998, 22-
42.

10 Ibidem

11 Mariusz Maciejewski, “The Maastricht and Amsterdam Treaties | Fact Sheets on the European Union |
European Parliament,” www.europarl.europa.eu, July 2024.

12 Emile Noél, “Reflections on the Maastricht Treaty,” Government and Opposition 27, no. 2 (April 1, 1992):
148-57.

13 Ibidem

14 Mariusz Maciejewski, “The Maastricht and Amsterdam Treaties | Fact Sheets on the European Union |
European Parliament,” www.europarl.europa.eu, July 2024.



principle of conferral, as the EU does not possess de facto external sovereignty®. The
general objectives and limits of the EU’s external policies are laid out in Article 21 of the
TEU, which emphasizes the safeguard of European common values, fundamental interests,
independence and integrity of the Union, whilst acting in compliance with the principles of

the United Nations®®.

In 1997, the Maastricht Treaty was further expanded through the Amsterdam Treaty, which
adopted key developments in the external powers as well. The main integrations of this
treaty concern the envision of the figure of the High Representative of the Union for Foreign
and Security Affairs (officially established by the European Council in 1999'7), and the
adoption of majority voting for the implementation of the CFSP. The High Representative
(HR) is a figure whose role is to outline the EU’s CFSP; to preside over the Foreign Affairs
Council; to chair the European Defence Agency, and to act as the vice president of the
European Commission*®. While the HR’s competences and powers were strengthened in
2009, with the Lisbon Treaty, the Amsterdam Treaty was instrumental in creating this

representative figure for the EU’s foreign policy.

1.2.4 The Nice and Lisbon Treaties

The Foreign dimension of the Union was further shaped by the Nice and Lisbon treaties. In
particular, the 2003 Nice Treaty instituted formally the Political and Security Committee,
an organ which exercises strategic direction and political control in crisis management
operations®®. However, regarding the CFSP, the 2007 Lisbon Treaty can be considered
more significant. Indeed, through the amendment of the Community Treaties, the Lisbon
Treaty granted a legal personality to the European Union, replacing once for all the

Communities and making the Union able to act in international law. Moreover, the treaty

15 Robert Schutze, European Union Law., 3rd ed. (S.L.: Oxford Univ Press, 2021), 270-273.

16 “Consolidated Version of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union,” Legislation.gov.uk,
2020.

17 European Parliament, “Foreign Policy: Aims, Instruments and Achievements | Fact Sheets on the
European Union | European Parliament,” Europa.eu, April 2019.

18 “EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy,” Consilium, 2024.

19 European Parliament, “Foreign Policy: Aims, Instruments and Achievements | Fact Sheets on the
European Union | European Parliament,” Europa.eu, April 2019.
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merged the three pillars introduced in 1992 with the Maastricht Treaty, creating a new legal

foundation for the Union: The Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU)%.

Together, the TEU and TFEU outline the legal nature of the Union, giving it a dual
structure. In the field of foreign affairs, the Lisbon Treaty strengthened the role of the High
Representative, by identifying him also as Vice-President of the European Commission, as
well as introducing the Permanent President for the European Council. Additionally, it
integrated the Political and Security Committee into the CFSP framework and established
the European External Action Services (EEAS)?!. Specifically, the EEAS, operating since
2011, serves as the Diplomatic Service of the Union, tasked with implementing the Union’s
CFSP to “promote peace, prosperity, security, and the interests of Europeans across the
globe. % It operates under the political guidance of the High Representative, and works
closely with both the foreign and defence ministries of the Member States and the EU
institutions. Furthermore, it keeps strong ties with the United Nations as well, enhancing

the EU’s international personality?,

Overall, the Treaties had an enormous impact on the creation and definition of the External
Powers of the Union, by providing legal structure and organs capable to address the foreign
policies. However, the Treaties recognize the principle of conferral, hence leaving the
foreign competences to the Member States and leaving the floor to National actors, rather
than providing for a supranational institution. Nonetheless, they enabled the Union to define

itself juridically, being capable to function as a legal actor by itself.

1.3 Exploring External Powers through specific Articles and key ECJ Rulings
To better understand the external competences of the Union, it is essential to examine
specific Articles of the TEU and TFEU, along with key legal opinions given by the
European Court of Justice (ECJ). In fact, the ECJ plays a crucial role in interpreting the
legal structure of the Union, offering clarity on the scope and limitations of the Treaties.

This section explores significant Articles from the TEU and TFEU, analysing the nature

20 “The Treaty of Lisbon - Historical Events in the European Integration Process (1945-2014) - CVCE
Website,” www.cvce.eu, n.d.

21 European Parliament, “Foreign Policy: Aims, Instruments and Achievements | Fact Sheets on the
European Union | European Parliament,” Europa.eu, April 2019.

22EEAS, “EEAS | EEAS Website,” www.eeas.europa.eu, 2025.

23 [bidem
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and mechanisms of the foreign competences, while also discussing key rulings and

interpretations by the ECJ.

The legal basis of the Union’s External powers is based on a dual constitutional regime.
Title V of the TEU outlines the general provisions for the EU’s External Action and the
CFSP; whilst Part VV of the TFEU establishes specific external powers. These two
frameworks are connected through Article 40 of the TEU, which ensures that the same
principles and objectives are aligned within a common legal context, referred to as “General
Provisions on the EU’s External Action.”® In fact, the article protects both the
intergovernmental mechanism of the CFSP and the supranational one of the Union’s special

competences, by creating a balance between the two systems.

In general, the CFSP operates as a Sui Generis competence, meaning that it is a unique or
exceptional legal category, which differs from ordinary EU’s competences, as specified by
Article 2 TFEU®. Initially considered as a classical international law framework, after the
Lisbon Treaty, the interpretations integrated the CFSP into the EU legal order. Although
the CFSP remains subject to specific rules and procedures, it is considered integral to the
EU law, having both the TEU and TFEU sharing the same legal capacities in foreign
affairs?®. For this reason, Declaration 14 to the European Treaties delineates the CFSP as a
‘sui generis’ competence within the EU legal order, meaning it does not alter the legal basis
or powers of the Member States in concluding international agreements or pursuing their

national foreign policies?’.

Furthermore, Article 3(2) TFEU provides a special provision which allows the EU to
conclude international agreements. Indeed, the Union acquires exclusive treaty-making

powers when the conclusion of the agreement is “provided for in a legislative act of the

Union or it is necessary to enable the Union to exercise its internal competence, or in so

24 European Parliament, “Foreign Policy: Aims, Instruments and Achievements | Fact Sheets on the
European Union | European Parliament,” Europa.eu, April 2019.

25 Robert Schutze, European Union Law., 3rd ed. (S.L.: Oxford Univ Press, 2021), 282-283.

26 [bidem

27 Marise Cremona, “EUl WORKING PAPERS EU ROPEA N U NIV ERSIT Y INSTITU TE a Constitutional Basis
for Effective External Action? An Assessment of the Provisions on EU External Action in the Constitutional
Treaty MARISE CREMONA Depa R T Ment of Law,” 2003.
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far as its conclusion may affect common rules or alter their scope.?®” This article ensures

the dynamic development of the CFSP, instituting three areas of exclusivity, defined by
three key doctrines of the ECJ. Firstly, the WTO Doctrine, established by the ECJ in
Opinion 1/94, states that the exclusive powers are acquired if the agreement concerns areas
covered by the EU internal competences, such as trade policies. Secondly, Opinion 1/1976
Doctrine further expands this by allowing the Union to make international agreements if
necessary to achieve the Treaties’ objectives, which would not be otherwise met with only
autonomous rules?®. Lastly, the third situation is defined by the so-called ‘ERTA-Doctrine,’
which prevents Member States to sign international treaties conflicting with EU internal
law, ensuring that Member States’ actions do not risk undermining the coherence and

cohesion of EU policies.

EU internal
legislation

Member State
external competences

Figure 1. Relationship between EU internal legislation and Member State external competences. Source: European Union Law.

1.4 The External Powers in Action
The external decision-making procedures can be characterised as ‘Unilateral’ or
‘International” agreements. While the meaning of the latter is straightforward, the unilateral
agreements refer to acts single-handedly adopted by the EU, varying depending on the
instrument deployed, which are directed to a third party, with no need for the consent of the

latter®®. In this section, the focus will be mostly on unilateral acts, although international

28 Art. 3(2) TFEU.
29 [bidem
30 Robert Schutze, European Union Law., 3rd ed. (S.L.: Oxford Univ Press, 2021), 288-300.
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agreements and other foreign policy instruments are relevant as well, but do not really relate

to this dissertation’s focal point.

1.4.1 The Sanctions as an External Action Tool

One of the most concrete tools at the Union’s disposal is undoubtedly the capability to
Impose sanctions to a third country. The range does not include only economic sanctions,
but also trade and diplomatic restrictions, asset freezes, and travel bans. The main objective
is to influence the behaviour of third countries, in response to violations of international
law, human rights, or conflicts. Sanctions have recently played crucial roles in the EU
foreign policies, especially due to the conflict in Ukraine, which will be discussed in the
next chapters. The sanctions are the only tool that directly bridge the foreign policies to the
substantive competences of the Union, as outlined in article 215 TFEU3L. Indeed, the article
provides a connection between the political and substantive dimensions of the Union, such

as economy and trade, which, as explored in the first sections, were initially irreconcilable.

Article 215 TFEU offers the legal basis for restrictive measures, which fall under the CFSP
framework. As Lex Generalis, the procedures follow an intergovernmental mechanism?.
A proposal must be initiated by the High Representative, which must be examined by the
relevant Council preparatory bodies, thus the working party specialised in the geographical
area of the targeted country; the Working Party of Foreign Relations Counsellors; and the
Committee of Permanent Representatives (Coreper 11)3. After the discussion, the decision
can be adopted through unanimous voting by the Council of the EU. For economic or
financial sanctions, a Council regulation is needed. Therefore, the HR jointly with the
European commission present a proposal for a Council regulation, which will be discussed
by the Working Party of Foreign Counsellors and the Coreper 1. It is also necessary that
the European Parliament is informed of the initiative discussed®. The regulation, once

published and ratified, will be binding on any entity within the EU%.

For this reason, although being a strong political tool and a significant advancement in EU

external powers, as part of the CFSP framework, sanctions still adhere intergovernmental

31 Maria Bartoloni, “Insight ‘Restrictive Measures’ under Art. 215 TFEU: Towards a Unitary Legal Regime?
Brief Reflections on the Bank Refah Judgment” 5, no. 3 (2020): 1359-69.

32]bidem

33 “How the EU Adopts and Reviews Sanctions,” Consilium, 2019.

34 Art. 215(1) TFEU

35 “How the EU Adopts and Reviews Sanctions,” Consilium, 2019.
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procedures. Additionally, they are subject to the judicial review of the European Court of
Justice, which assesses whether the sanctions do not violate the rights of individuals or

entities, hence operating as a safeguard of their legality®.

1.4.2 The European External Action Service (EEAS)

The European External Action Service (EEAS) operates as the diplomatic force of the
Union, coordinating the CFSP alongside other EU institutions. Established by the Lisbon
Treaty, the EEAS assists the High Representative and fosters diplomatic relations with non-
EU countries and International Organizations®’. Its structure is divided into two main
components: the Headquarters, situated in Brussels, and 145 EU delegations located
worldwide. In Brussels, the EEAS Secretary-General, along with three Deputy Secretaries-
General, supervises the coordination with European institutions and the EU delegations in
the framework of foreign affairs®. It also hosts departments for crisis management in the
framework of the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) and the EU military staff
(EUMS), which supports the CSDP in political and military terms, making the CSDP an
integral part of the CFSP*°,

Currently, the EEAS encompass 145 EU delegations, including eight delegations
designated to represent the EU at International Organizations (10s)*. These delegations,
supervised by the Headquarters, serves to project the EU foreign policies in third countries
or 10s. While initially focused on trade, enlargement, and development aid, the political

and security features have acquired more relevance®.

In general, the EEAS supports the HR in granting coherence in international policies and
coordinating the work of the Council and the Commission in the field of external action. In
relation to the European Commission, the EEAS initiates dialogue with several
Commission Directorates-General (DGs), ensuring that the work of the Commission aligns

with the policies adopted in foreign affairs*?. Regarding its role related to the European

36 Maria Bartoloni, “Insight ‘Restrictive Measures’ under Art. 215 TFEU: Towards a Unitary Legal Regime?
Brief Reflections on the Bank Refah Judgment” 5, no. 3 (2020): 1359-69.

37 “Special Report 02/2024: The Coordination Role of the European External Action Service,” European
Court of Auditors, 2024.

38 [bidem

39 “European Union Military Staff: 20 Years Contributing to European Defence and Security,” EEAS, 2024.
40 “Special Report 02/2024: The Coordination Role of the European External Action Service,” European
Court of Auditors, 2024.

41 Ibidem

42 Ibidem
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Council, the EEAS and the HR are responsible of implementing the measures proposed and
discussed by the Foreign Affairs Council, namely the section of the Council composed by
the Member States foreign affairs ministers*. Through its work, the EEAS helps the Union

manage its external powers, guaranteeing consistency in its role in the international arena.

HR/VP
A v
@) =T
Coundil European Commission
N\
FAC £
Foreign Affairs

Council

v
g EEAS

Member states

-
? <
utl 1

EEAS Headquarters

v
>@(

145 EU delegations

Figure 2. The EEAS Coordinating Role. Source European Court of Auditors.

1.4.3 Crisis management and Peace Keeping

Another area where the Union can assert its influence is in crisis management and
peacebuilding, specifically under the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP).
Conflicts such as the Balkan Wars of the 1990s encouraged the Member States to adopt
strategic approaches to address complex challenges. Consequently, the Lisbon Treaty
established a specific policy within the framework of the CFSP: The Common Security and
Defence Policy**. The CSDP enables the EU to engage in both civilian and military
operations, with the aim of preventing conflicts, fostering peacebuilding and supporting

post-war reconstruction®®. A pivotal moment is March 21, 2022, as the Member States

43 “Foreign Affairs Council Configuration (FAC),” www.consilium.europa.eu, n.d.

44 Zartsdahl, Peter Horne. 2018. “Civil-Military Synergies in EU Crisis Response and Peacebuilding: A
Framework for Analysis.” Global Affairs 4 (2-3): 197-213.

45 Ibidem
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adopted the Strategic Compass for Security and Defence®. In response to the return of war
in Europe, the Strategic Compass sets out a plan to strengthen the security and defence
capabilities by 2030. The Crisis response capability includes civilian and military missions,
including the formation of a rapid deployment capacity of 5,000 troops in crisis zones*’.
Additionally, an EU Hybrid Toolbox is designed to address a broad variety of hybrid
threats, for instance cyberattacks or information manipulation, with specialised teams of
experts analysing these threats on a case-by-case basis*®. Overall, the Strategic Compass
aims improve the EU’s autonomy, while reinforcing the partnerships and synergies with
international organizations like NATO and the UN, and regional partners, such as ASEAN

and the African Union“®.

1.4.4 European Peace Facility

In 2021, an off-budget funding mechanism was established: the European Peace Facility (EPF).
The EPF aims to finance the EU security and defence actions, under the scope of the CFSP,
supporting military missions, providing for equipment, capacities-building and assistance to
third countries and international organisations®°. With over 17 billion euros of budget for the
period 2021-2027, approved by the European Council, the European Peace Facility represents
one of the most powerful and effective tools for EU foreign affairs®. Indeed, it relates to
military aspects, granting the European Union a strategic framework where it can deploy

concrete military measures as well.

The EPF is governed by a Facility Committee, which is composed by a representative for each
EU Member State, whose aim is to oversee the respect and compliance with human rights, and
international humanitarian law®2. Moreover, the European Commission’s Service for Foreign
Policy Instruments safeguards the financial implementation and internal audit of the EPF, by
administering its assistance pillar®®. The purpose is to strengthen the EU’s ability in crisis
prevention and management, while maintaining global stability. Through this mechanism,
indeed, the EU has provided military aid to several global partners, starting with a general
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support programme for the African Union in July 2021 until an economic contribution to the
Army of North Macedonia in April 2025,

In particular, it allows the EU to provide both lethal and non-lethal military support, such as in
the case of Ukraine, as the 6.1 allocated through the EPF funded both artillery and missiles
supplies, but also training for the armed forces®. Therefore, the European Peace Facility
constitutes a major achievement in the evolution of the EU’s external powers, by enabling the
Union to act not only in humanitarian, financial, or merely economic terms, but also in strictly

military and strategic ones.

1.5 Conclusions
In conclusion, the external powers of the Union have experienced a dynamic and ongoing
evolution, from the initial failure of the Pleven Plan to the current ambitious goals of the
Strategic Compass, it is evident that this continuous change has been driven by the Union’s
response to external challenges. These threats vary from the aftermath of World War 11 to
the Balkan Wars of the ‘90s, and even to the recent return of the war in Europe, including
emerging risks such as cyberattacks and hybrid warfare.

The current political scenario is influenced by the change of the global balance, due to the
shifting governance of the United States, which has created an unstable political
environment, where the European Union seeks to define its role and strengthen its
autonomy. The main challenge is to maintain its allies, while developing its own security
capacities and internal balance. As discussed in this chapter, the EU’s journey towards
stronger external power has been slow and often as a reactive process, rather than a

proactive one, with major steps taken incrementally, and not as a rapid crisis response.

For this reason, looking ahead, the Union will likely continue to pursue greater autonomy,
despite the internal divergencies among its Member States, which may decelerate any
progress. However, these suppositions are open to revisions, as the current political scenario
remains fluid and unpredictable, and rapid shifts could lead to new opportunities or

challenges to the Union. Therefore, although the future is uncertain, a possibility to enhance
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and broader expand the external power is valid, and it will be interesting to explore how the

Union will respond to this crisis.
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Chapter 2: The Balkan Wars and the EU’s Role

2.1 Historical Background and Key Events

Historically, the Balkans have served as a crossroads between different cultures and
empires, being part of Europe, but deeply influenced by the Ottoman Empire®®. Therefore,
it has been a culturally and ethnically diverse region, with strategic relevance for different
imperialist powers, such as the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the Ottomans, and Russia. This
geopolitical landscape allowed the area to be the stage for various conflicts throughout
the European history. In particular, the First Balkan war (1912) and the Second Balkan
War (1913) were crucial to shape the political scenario of the region. In particular, the
Balkan League, composed by Serbia, Bulgaria, Greece, and Montenegro, fought against
the Ottoman empire, which was already a declining power®’. The competition over
territorial control between these two factions, and among the Balkan League itself,
contributed to the tensions which led to World War I.

After the Great War and the collapse of the Ottoman and Austrian Empires, the Kingdom
of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes was formed, which became officially in 1918 Yugoslavia,
a non-aligned federation of Balkan states, including the current Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Macedonia, Serbia, and the autonomous provinces of
Kosovo and Vojvodina®. After World War 11, Yugoslavia became officially the Socialist
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, under the leadership of Josip Broz Tito. General Tito
was the leader of the Partisans fighting in the resistance against the Nazi-fascist
occupation in the Balkans, and thanks to his charisma he was able to establish a socialist
regime in the region®®. The authoritarian regime imposed by Tito was very repressive,
maintaining a balance between communist influences and Yugoslavia’s independence

from the USSR, despite having similar ideologies®.

Whilst Serbia was the most influential country among the Balkans, the federal system

was intended to balance the ambitions and powers of the various republics. Nevertheless,
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the Serbian dominance created tensions and rivalry among the states, with the rise of
several ethnic and nationalist movements. Tito’s death in 1980 increased the geopolitical
instability in the republics, as no leader was able to reconcile the federal states under a
unitary government®l. The collapse of the USSR in 1991 further destabilized the area,
allowing the increasing rise of national movements advocating for state sovereignty,
eventually leading to the collapse of Yugoslavia itself through a series of conflicts, known

as Balkan Wars®,

Adriatic
Sea

Figure 3. The Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia as of January 1991. Source University of Central Arkansas.

2.1.1 The Independence of Slovenia and Croatia

The break-up of Yugoslavia first started with tensions in Slovenia and Croatia, both of
which accused Serbia of dominating the political, military and financial institutions of the
federation. On June 25, 1991, Slovenia was the first state to declare its independence. The
reaction of the Serb-dominant Yugoslavian government involved the mobilization of the
Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA), which led to a brief conflict, known as the Ten-Day
War®. Unlike the other Balkan Wars, the independence of Slovenia was achieved with

little violence and was almost bloodless. Conversely, despite declaring independence in
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the same year, Croatia witnessed a more violent repression. The Serb minority present in
the area, supported by Serbia and the JNA, rebelled and declared some parts of Croatia
as independent Serb state®. In this Serb state an ethnic cleansing campaign against Croats
and non-Serbs started, especially in the cities of Dubrovnik and Vukovar. In 1992 the UN
brokered a ceasefire, but the Croatian government was firm in reasserting its authority
over the entire territory. In 1995, following two major offensives, Serbs forces were
pushed out of the country, resulting in tens of thousands of Serbs fleeing to Bosnia and
Herzegovina, and to Serbia, allowing the Croatia to regain control over the disputed areas.
The war effectively concluded in fall 1995, with UN administration of some areas until

1996, in order to complete the final settlement®®.

2.1.2 Bosnia’s Tragedy: From Ethnic Strife to Shattered Unity

In Bosnhia and Herzegovina, the ethnic diversity was even more accentuated, with a
population consisting of 43 per cent Bosnian Muslims (Bosniaks), 33 per cent Bosnian
Serbs, 17 per cent Bosnian Croats, and the remaining seven per cent with other mixed
nationalities®®. In December 1991, the national elections resulted in a coalition
government, with a tripartite presidency representing the three principal ethnicities®’.
Nonetheless, internal and external tensions remained, making cooperation and
governance ineffective, especially in terms of collaboration with the Serb Democratic
Party. Following the uprisings in Slovenia and Croatia, whose independence was
recognized by the European Community, Bosnia and Herzegovina was encouraged to
apply for independence as well. A referendum was held and, despite opposition from the
Bosnian Serbs supported by the Yugoslav government, the 99.7% of Bosnian voted for
independence®®. The results of the referendum, recognized by April 1922, intensified
ethnic tensions between Bosnian Serbs, fomented by the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA),
and Bosnian Croats for territorial control, resulting in an ethnic cleansing. After the
referendum, the Serbs forces seized the Bosnian Capital, Sarajevo, which lasted four

years. In May 1992, the Serbian general Ratko Mladi¢ adopted a campaign of terror in
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the Capital, by targeting institutional and civilian areas through shelling and sniping. The
city and its residential areas were partially or fully destroyed, demolishing Sarajevo’s

historical and cultural dimensions.

The main target was the Bosniak Muslims, particularly in the Cerska area in eastern
Bosnia. Therefore, the Serbian attacks escalated in that area, forcing thousands of Muslim
refugees to flee to United Nations Safe areas in the cities of Srebrenica and Zepa®. In
spite of the UN protection, the Serbs’ objective to expel the Muslim minority led their
forces to focus on capturing and control those enclaves and continue the ethnic cleansing.
After continuous murders and deportations, by July 1995 over 7 thousand Muslims were
executed, an atrocity now recognized as the Srebrenica massacre. The war in Bosnia-
Herzegovina resulted in over 100,000 deaths and 2 million refugees, causing a

catastrophic humanitarian crisis spreading throughout the region and Europe’.

With the UN peacekeepers resulting in inefficiency and futility, being unable to protect
the areas that were designated to be safe zones, the end of the war was reached following
the intervention of NATO. In 1994, airstrikes ordered by NATO were launched against
Bosnian Serbs. The military attack forced the Serbian army to accept negotiations, which
were held in Dayton, Ohio, under U.S. leadership’™. Through the Dayton Peace Accords,
signed in December 1995, the International Criminal Tribunal for Yugoslavia (ICTY)
was established, operating in the Hague, with the responsibility to give a trial and charge
the Balkan Wars’ criminals’2. The Balkan Wars, specifically the Bosnian War, has been
recognised as a genocide, being classified as an “act committed with the intent to destroy,

in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial, or religious group.”"

2.1.3 The Kosovo Conflict: A Case Study in International Peacebuilding and Post-War
Reconstruction

In the former federation of Yugoslavia, Kosovo was granted the status of autonomous

province. It was historically a Serbian province, but overtime its population became
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predominantly Albanian. In 1989 ethnic tensions escalated as Serbian President,
Slobodan Milosevi¢, threatened to revoke Kosovo’s autonomy’®. As a response, the
Kosovars started a series of peaceful protests to boycott the Serbian institutions, with no
relevant success. The Dayton Accords of 1995, which ended the war in Bosnia, did not
include any provision concerning Kosovo; hence the hostilities did not cease. In 1998,
the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA), a rebel group founded in the 1990s, started to openly
oppose to the Serbian rule, engaging in an armed insurrection’. The widespread violence
and the Serbian response escalated the tension, which became a full-scale conflict,
resulting in several atrocities committed by the Yugoslav army, and the forced

displacement of thousands of ethnic Albanians.

In February 1999, a diplomatic consortium, supported mainly by NATO, was held in
Rambouillet, France, as an attempt to negotiate a peace treaty. Despite the signature of
the KLA representative, the Serbian delegation refused the agreement, worsening the
situation even further and strengthening the international response to the crisis. In
particular, in March 1999, NATO launched a military operation that lasted 11 weeks,
targeting Serbian forces through air strikes’®. The operation was more effective thanks to
the engagement of the KLA, which managed to weaken the Serbian and Yugoslav forces.
Eventually, Yugoslavia, which after 1998 included only Serbia and Montenegro, had to
sign a peace treaty in June 1999, and Serbian President MiloSevi¢ accepted the
international administration of Kosovo, coordinated by the United Nations’’. However,
Kosovo’s status is still unresolved, with 108 UN states recognising Kosovo’s

sovereignty’®,

2.2 The EU’s Reaction: Peacebuilding Efforts and the Dayton Agreement
The Balkan Wars have been a series of conflicts that significantly affected European
stability, marking the first armed conflicts on the continent since World War I1. However,

not all of them had the same magnitude, consequently, the international response varied
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remarkably. In the context of European External powers, the newly established European
Union, formalised through the Maastricht Treaty in 1993, was still unable to settle and
react to international crisis as a unified actor, nor to deploy full external capabilities. For
this reason, the Balkan Wars acted both as a catalyst for Member States to enlarge their
military and defence capacities, and as a testing ground for the EU’s new competences,
with the CFSP being introduced in the Maastricht Treaty in 1993.

In general, the resources that the Union used the most to address the crisis in the Balkans
were: diplomatic pressure; post-conflict reconstruction; long-term peacebuilding efforts.
Indeed, the Union was not involved in the direct response to the conflicts, as the military
and defence strategies were deployed solely under the framework of NATO, hence the
Member States did not intervene as part of the European Union, but as NATO members.
The EU’s role became more strategic thanks to the Dayton Agreements and in the post-
conflict reconstruction. Annex 10 of the Dayton Peace Agreement established the Office
of the High Representative (OHR), an EU-led identity whose task included the concrete
implementation of civilian aspects of the peace agreements’®. Initially, the OHR was
envisioned as a transitional body, only for the Dayton agreements implementation;
nonetheless it was later strengthened under the Bonn Powers by the Peace Implementation
Council in 1997%. It was a set of special powers conceded to the High Representative
(HR) to impose laws and to remove officials, allowing the HR to be influential in the
political landscape of post-war Bosnia®. The OHR is still present in Bosnia Herzegovina,
strengthening the country’s stability to counteract the consequences of the differences in
ethnical communities of the territory. However, since 2006, the EU has been trying to
terminate the Bonn Powers to give centrality to the EU Special Representative,
facilitating Bosnia’s access in the EU®2. Bosnia does not meet the criteria for EU access

yet; hence the Bonn Powers are still operative.
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2.2.1 EU and NATO Approaches in Crisis Management

Although the EU played a significant role in peacekeeping in the aftermath of the conflict,
as it had a de-facto control of the international governance in the area, its overall relevance
in the Balkan Wars was limited. Beyond financial contributions to peacebuilding and the
support to Bosnia’s EU annexation process, the EU did not deploy any other external
power®. Instead, the Member States taking part in the operations acted as NATO
members, rather than EU countries. For this reason, the response to the conflict was a mix
of coordination on different dimensions, with NATO holding the military and defence
strategy, whilst the EU as a financial supporter and stabilizer of the region, through the
Office of the High Representative. The role of the UN, often criticised and defined as

controversial and inefficient, will not be explored further in this thesis.

In the Balkan Wars, particularly in the Bosnian conflict, two distinct approaches emerged.
NATO leveraged its military assets to coerce the Serbian and Yugoslav forces into a
ceasefire; while the EU remained a marginal actor, engaged in post-conflict
reconstruction and the stabilisation of the area through diplomacy and economic support.
Reflecting their differing histories, mandates, and capacities, both NATO and the EU
were crucial in the conflict response, although, based on an immediate crisis management,
NATO’s involvement was more reactive. Indeed, especially after the Srebrenica
Massacre, the Alliance reaction was an air strike, the Operation Deliberate Force,
resulting in the Dayton peace agreements in 1995%*. Nonetheless, NATO’s intervention
has been often defined as excessively reactive and military centred. Despite its initial
inertia, the EU focused more on diplomatic efforts, and humanitarian aid, contributing to
a different aspect of the war, hence the civilian, humanitarian consequences®. However,
the Member States acted more individually rather than on a European basis, given the
early stage of the CFSP, maintaining their focus on economic integration.

In Kosovo, NATO was responsible for another air strike in response to the humanitarian
crisis, which was effective for the conclusion of the conflict. As in the previous conflict,

the EU’s military input was non-existent, as its military and defence capacities were still
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underdeveloped®®. For this reason, its contribution regarded mostly the stabilisation of the
area, by enhancing democratisation efforts in the region, with a balanced approach, as not
all the EU members were aligned on the position of Kosovo’s independence. Indeed, the
EU’s cautious approach was also influenced by internal disagreements, as not all the EU
Member States recognise Kosovo’s sovereignty, even today, such as Spain and Greece®’.
As such, the strategy avoided strong political views, including only humanitarian,

economic and civilian aspects.

In general, NATO’s decisive military operations counterbalanced EU’s inconsistent
defence strategy, which was still at its initial phase. During the 1990s, the Union faced
adversities in acting coherently and consistently in a common foreign policy, due to its
emerging status as international political and diplomatic entity. Conversely, NATO, a
well-established military and defensive alliance, had already well-defined objectives and
internal structures. Consequently, the EU’s preferred framework preferred at this initial
stage was humanitarian aid, regional cooperation support, and economic reconstruction,
exemplified by the 1999 Stability Pact for Southeastern Europe®. The initiative aimed to
promote stabilisation in the Balkans, integrating the region into European decision-
making processes®. Although not completely cohesive, the Pact fostered a stable
collaboration between the EU and the Balkans, supporting integration and openness to
the new potential Member States.

2.3 The Long-Term Consequences and EU Enlargement in the Balkans
As previously discussed, a crucial point of the EU’s strategy in the Balkans
encompassed stabilisation and democratisation efforts in the post-war reconstruction.
In order to address the issue, the Union’s commitment verged to an incorporation of
the regions into its own framework, hence opening the possibility to those countries to
access the Union, considering enlargement as a key solution for peace keeping and
augment economic development in the Southeastern regions. The goal was to integrate
countries such as Croatia, Slovenia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, North
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Macedonia, and Albania, to foster economic and political reforms with the aim of
European Memberships®. The European Union served as a reference point for these
countries aspiring to Europeanization through democratisation, stabilisation,

marketisation, and institutional inclusion®!.

A major attempt to integration was the Stability Pact for Southeastern Europe, adopted
in 199 following the Kosovo war. Whilst this Pact was essential for promoting
democracy, economic development, and strengthening human rights, its imposition by
international actors, rather than a balanced dialogue with the Balkans, hindered its
success®?. With the coordination of several funding organizations, including the EU,
World Bank, European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), and
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the Pact served
as a foundation for the EU enlargement in the region, but the efforts were inconsistent

not sufficient®.

In the same year, the EU launched a new policy: the Stabilisation and Association
Process (SAP). This institutional instrument emphasised the importance of regional
cooperation, including the development of infrastructure and networks, and
agreements for a free trade area®. In this way, the SAP did not include only economic
development or democratisation efforts but concretely encouraged the Balkan states to
conform their policies to the EU’s standards and norms, by offering them the
prospective of EU’s candidacy. The requirements to be eligible to join the Union, as
defined by the Copenhagen Criteria, are very strict, but they had a positive effect on
the Balkan regions, as they prompted them to significant economic and political
progress, although not uniformly. Additionally, in 2008, the Regional Cooperation
Council replaced the Stability Pact for Southeastern Europe, reaffirming the efforts for

the ‘European perspective’ in Western Balkans®. Alongside with the SAP, the EU has

90 Ibidem
91 Leeda Demetropoulou, “Europe and the Balkans: Membership Aspiration, EU Involvement and

Europeanization Capacity in South Eastern Europe”, Southeast European Politics 3, no. 2-3 (2002): 89.

92 Mamoru Sadakata, “THE BALKANS between the EU and NATO: FOCUSING on the FORMER
YUGOSLAVIA,” ROMANIAN JOURNAL of EUROPEAN AFFAIRS 6, no. 3 (2006): 157.

93 Ibidem

94 “EUR-Lex - Stabilisation_association_process - EN - EUR-Lex,” eur-lex.europa.eu, n.d.

95 European Parliament, “The Western Balkans | Fact Sheets on the European Union | European
Parliament,” Europa.eu, April 2019.

28



also deployed an Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance, granting financial support
to the candidates to carry out the reforms required®.In general, The integration process
is legally grounded in the EU treaties, namely in Title V of the TEU; Article 207 TFEU
(oninternational agreements); and specifically in Article 49 TEU (outlining the criteria
for EU membership), which requires candidates to adopt and implement all EU
legislation, the aquis Communautaire, and undergo continuous assessment monitored

by the Commission ¥’.

The EU’s enlargement in the Balkans, which is an ongoing process, has been described
as a “geo-strategic investment for Europe’s peace, security, stability and prosperity,”
particularly considering Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022%. Therefore, the
enlargement is part of the EU’s peacekeeping tools, partaking in the EU’s external
sphere, and prompting the Balkan states to higher standards of economic and social
progress thanks to the potential eligibility and entrance in the Union. So far, the
majority of the Balkan states remain with candidate country status, namely Albania,
Montenegro, Bosnia and Herzegovina, North Macedonia, and Serbia®. Croatia is the
only one that officially joined the Union, on July 1, 2013, while Kosovo submitted its
application in December 20221%, With the recent conflict in Ukraine, most of the
negotiations that started in the previous years have been postponed, as new strategic
priorities emerged; however, the EU’s expansion towards the Balkans remains a key

political and tactical objective.

2.4 Final Remarks
In conclusion, the Balkan Wars of the 1990s marked a gradual evolution of the EU’s
external powers. While initially marginal and inconsistent, the EU’s strategic
engagement began to develop in the aftermath of the conflicts. Military and defence
tactics were mainly managed by NATO, which could rely on its solid internal structure

and strict defensive scope. In contrast, the newly established EU still had to define its
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own dimension in the crisis management process. For this reason, the EU’s role in the
Balkans lacked consistency and effectiveness, as the Member States acted on behalf
of NATO or national interests, whilst the EU undertook external action in the
humanitarian and civilian aspects of the post-conflict reality.

This chapter has explored key EU instruments, including the Office of High
Representative for Bosnia and Herzegovina, where the EU played a role in the
governance and oversight function. Moreover, the EU’s preferred tools were financial
and humanitarian support, which could compromise the distinct political positions of
the Member States. Nonetheless, the most influential instrument applied by the EU is
the enlargement, although it was employed only after the end of the wars. This foreign
policy, indeed, proved to have a significant impact on the political landscape of the
region. Proposing the EU’s accession was a driving force for reforms in economic,
political, and social areas. Therefore, in this case the EU used its external powers not
in military nor defensive terms, but rather as a soft power tool, centred mostly on other
countries’ expectations. Ultimately, the EU enlargement served as a mechanism for
regional cooperation in the continent, reinforcing the external action instruments that
were first established and created in the Maastricht treaty, initiating the first practical

evolution of EU’s external powers.
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Chapter 3 - Russian invasion of Ukraine: a shift in the EU’s response

3.1 Historical context of the conflict

3.1.1 From Ukraine’s Independence until the Euromaidan Revolution
Following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist
Republic declared its independence on August 24, supported by a popular
referendum?®, This event marked a pivotal moment in contemporary Ukrainian
history, embodying the post-communism and pro-European sentiment after the
dissolution of the USSR. Notably, even before 1991, Western Ukraine saw the
emergence of groups advocating for national concerns and an alternative to
communism, particularly the Rukh (Popular Movement for Reconstructing Ukraine),
founded in 1989. This movement played a significant role in a major protest in 1990,
where demonstrators proclaimed Ukraine’s informal independence on July 16, 1990,

foreshadowing the official declaration of the following year'®?.

Ukraine’s independence clearly set the stage for rising tensions with the Russian
Federation under President Boris Yeltsin. Indeed, despite the formal recognition of
Ukraine as a sovereign state on December 2, 1991, Yeltsin sought to reintegrate
Ukraine through a Statute of Commonwealth. This Statute aimed at maintaining
political and economic ties among the former Soviet Republics, with Russia as main
actor, but the plan eventually failed'%, After achieving state sovereignty, Ukraine
faced notable identity challenges, which President Leonid Kravchuk tried to address
during the early phases of the country’s independence. Kravchuk’s main objective
cantered on Ukrainian language expansion and institutionalization, together with
establishing Ukraine's international position. Moreover, its geographic position as a
buffer state between Western Europe and Russia complicated the work of the

Ukrainian President during this period.

In 1994, Leonid Kuchma succeeded Kravchuck, initially continuing the plan for

nationalization policies. However, Western Europe’s reluctance to grant Ukraine full
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EU or NATO membership, regardless of the aspirations of Ukrainian society, led
President Kuchma to change his policies. In response, he strengthened his ties with
Russia, culminating in the Year of Russia in Ukraine in 2003, a series of cultural events
to consolidate the cultural exchange of the two countries'®. This pro-Russian shift,
combined with increasing privatization and corruption, caused a decline in the popular
support for the presidency. A turning point occurred in September 2000, when the
journalist and political opponent Georgiy Gongadze was found murdered. Allegations
emerged implicating President Kuchma, which eventually resulted in a political

crisist®,

During the 2004 presidential elections, Kuchma endorsed his prime minister Viktor
Yanukovich, who enjoyed the support of the Russian president Vladimir Putin.
Nevertheless, signs of electoral fraud in favour of Viktor Yanukovich and an
assassination attempt through the poisoning of his opponent, Viktor Yushchenko, the
"Orange Coalition" leader, triggered massive protests. The movement, later known as
the “Orange Revolution”, forced new fair elections and political accountability. In
response, the Orange coalition won in the reiterative presidential elections, with

Yushchenko president and Yulia Tymoshenko appointed as Prime Minister. 1%

The Orange Revolution marked a significant turning point, especially from Russia’s
standpoint. The increasing dissent in Ukraine was part of a broader phenomenon
known as “Color Revolutions” - a series of political movements sweeping through
former Soviet Republics driven by dissatisfaction with communism and inclined to
Western ideals. Similar uprisings had happened in Serbia in 2000 and in Georgia in
2003. Consequently, Moscow’s concerns were heightened, as President Putin
signalled the trend as troubling for Russia’s interests in its former sphere of

influencel®’,
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Despite the initial success of the Yushchenko presidency, enhancing stronger relations
with the West, internal divisions and economical challenges prepared the ground for
Yanukovich’s return to power in the 2010 presidential elections. His governance
reversed many pro-European policies, previously enforced by Yushchenko,
encouraging a broader alliance and cooperation with Russia. In 2013, his refusal to
sign the Association Agreement with the EU, which would have endorsed a political
association and economic integration, sparked the Euromaidan Revolutioni®, This
uprising, driven by Ukraine's civil society, demanded more democratic reforms and
European integration. In 2014, Yanukovych fled to Moscow, welcomed by Vladimir
Putin. Contrary to the events of 2004, the Euromaidan protest was characterized by
increasing violence and chaos, leaving Ukraine in a tormenting and precarious political

situation1®,

While this section aims to explain that tensions between Russia and Ukraine have deep
historical roots, the Euromaidan Revolution definitely marked the key event of the
conflict, albeit subtly at the beginning. Taking advantage of the lack of a president, in
February 2014 Putin deployed troops in Crimea and Donbas, claiming the annexation
of these regions to Russia, due to the high presence of Russian speakers in the
territories. Whilst Crimea was easily annexed following a controversial referendum,
the Donbas region resisted. This marked the beginning of a hybrid war, with the West

- particularly the EU - largely ignoring the major implications of Russia’s actions!°.

3.1.2 The Beginning of the Hybrid War
A hybrid war, as defined by Frank G. Hoffman, is the purposeful and tailored violent
application of conventional military capabilities, combined with irregular tactics, such
as terrorism and criminal activities!'!. Hence, it is a combination of regular and

irregular forces, operating as part of a common framework in the same battlespace.
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This concept accurately describes the period between 2014 and 2022. Russia’s failure
to annex the Donbas region led to a change in strategy, with Putin upholding the

separatists’ groups in the Donetsk and Luhansk, portraying the conflict as a civil war.

In June 2014, Petro Poroshenko was elected president of Ukraine. Poroshenko
acknowledged the threat posed by Putin; thus, he attempted to mitigate the situation
and focused his administration on developing policies to counter Russian influence in
the eastern regionst!2. Nonetheless, despite Poroshenko’s efforts, Putin’s objective
was actually reached, as the international actors largely perceived the conflict as

internal, until Russia’s full-scale invasion in 2022.

A major question is: why did Russia not invade Ukraine directly in 2014? Putin’s
strategy was accurate and clever, as he intended to destabilize Ukraine, while avoiding
jeopardizing its diplomatic relations within the international community. By avoiding
direct involvement and instead supporting the rebel groups, Russia was able to
maintain its economic agreements with Western Europe, while preventing Ukraine
from joining the EU and NATO. The hybrid war allowed Russia to deny its direct role
in the conflict, presenting itself as a mediator, rather than an aggressor. In this way,
Putin managed to confuse the international arena regarding the real causes of the crisis,
deceiving even the Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelensky.

In 2019, Zelensky was elected, and his political agenda was centred on three main
points: improvement of economic conditions for low-middle Ukrainian class, fight
against corruption and, most importantly, peace in Donbas!!3. The last point of the
agenda was the one that Ukrainians were advocating for. Poroshenko’s administration,
in fact, was perceived as too extremist, and his vision, although proven to be correct,
was misunderstood by a great part of the electorate. Once in power, Zelensky
reinitiated the Normandy Format, a set of diplomatic meetings between the leaders of

Ukraine, Russia, France, and Germany, started in June 2014''*. In one of these
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meetings, Putin convinced Zelensky to engage in negotiations with the Russian
separatist groups. As a result, the conflict’s portrayal as a civil war was further
solidified. Eventually, Zelensky realized the real intentions of Putin, hence he came
back to Poroshenko's policies, characterized by strengthening the Ukrainian army,

consolidating the Ukrainian identity, and handling Russian propaganda.

Eventually, Zelensky’s return to a defence-oriented administration underlined the
failure of the diplomatic efforts. Furthermore, the hybrid war perpetrated by Russia
proved both inefficient and incapable of securing decisive gains, as the region
continued resisting the threats posed by the separatist groups. Consequently, in March-
April 2021, Putin began deploying troops from the regular Russian army, providing
direct military assistance in the Donetsk and Luhansk territories. Amid rising tensions,
Russia proposed a Security Agreement in December 2021 (Agreement on measures to
ensure the security of The Russian Federation and member States of the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization), supposed to be signed by NATO’s members. Particularly, three
articles are of particular interest: Article 4, which prohibits NATO from stationing
troops in Member States which joined after the NATO-Russia founding Act of 1997,
Article 6, which blocks NATO’s enlargement, specifically regarding Ukraine; and
Article 7, which restricts NATO’s military activities in Ukraine and surrounding
areas!®. Although Russia was the proposing party of this draft, the Russian Federation
never withdrew its troops from the Ukrainian borders, leading to the full-scale invasion
that officially started on February 24, 2022.

3.1.3 The Full-Scale Invasion
On February 24, 2022, Russian forces officially initiated the full-scale invasion, in
response to the failure of the hybrid war. Branded by the Russian Federation as a
‘special military operation’, the move was described as necessary to restore stability
and democracy in Ukraine, obscuring its true nature as an act of aggression. The
invasion involved a coordinated multi-pronged attack, from the north, east, and south

of Ukraine. The initial phase was crucial, as the Russian troops rapidly advanced
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towards the capital, Kyiv, within a few weeks. Putin’s strategy aimed to capture the
capital and oust President Zelensky, in a swift and decisive campaign, akin to a
‘Blitzkrieg’. Western Nations, sceptical of Ukraine’s chances of victory, offered
diplomatic protection to Volodymyr Zelensky. Nevertheless, the President’s resolute
decision to remain alongside his people, refusing the diplomatic protection, and his
clever use of social media to spread news regarding the war, inspired Ukrainians and

prompted the Western allies to provide substantial aid*e.

In general, the initial phase of the war was marked by crucial battles in key locations
such as Hostomel, Irpin, and Bucha!’. The latter became infamous due to the Bucha
Massacre, where many civilians were involved and killed by the Russian forces!®,
Even the Chernobyl area fell under Russian control, bolstering Putin’s confidence in
his strategy. Nevertheless, logistical challenges and the unexpected Ukrainian
counteroffensive, which successfully resisted the assault of the Capital, severely
disrupted Russia’s plans. Therefore, the Kremlin was forced to adjust its military
tactics, redirecting its military efforts solely toward the Donbas region*?°.

By May 2022, the Ukrainian army successfully liberated parts of the occupied
territories, culminating in the recapture of the city of Kharkiv and its surrounding
region, in southeastern Ukraine. Meanwhile, Mariupol and Kherson remained the only
major cities under Russian control. The Russian army had to face the Ukrainian forces,
which demonstrated superior strategic use of their nation’s geographic features,
leveraging their natural resources, such as the Dnipro River. This area proved crucial,
serving as a central point for ongoing battles and changing territorial control,

particularly around the city of Kherson!?,
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On June 6, 2023, the destruction of the Nova Kakhovka Dam further intensified the
humanitarian crisis caused by the conflict. Indeed, the disaster unleashed widespread
flooding in southern Ukraine, worsening the conditions in both Russian and Ukrainian-
occupied territories!?!. The dam’s breach was attributed to Russian occupiers, and the
event not only resulted in humanitarian and environmental devastation alike.
Furthermore, it marked a deep economic crisis as well, further straining Ukraine’s
fragile and impoverished economy. Despite the sanctions imposed on Russia by the
Western States, extensive humanitarian, economic, and military aid provided to
Ukraine, and the International Criminal Court’s International Arrest Warrant against
Putin, the conflict shows no signs of nearing resolution. Instead, the “Kursk Operation”
initiated by Ukraine on August 6, 2024, which involved the direct attack and
occupation of the Russian territories of Kursk Oblast, changed the narrative of the war,
granting a new dimension and potential to Ukraine’s military force'?? . This move
undoubtedly raised significant concerns for Putin, prompting him to invoke a nuclear
threat to deter any Western involvement in improving Ukraine’s military

capabilities'?,

In conclusion, the full-scale invasion has had profound geopolitical consequences,
influencing not only the situation in the two countries involved, but also regional
dynamics and global relations. In particular, the role of the European Union and its
member states has been challenged, with many issues still unaddressed by the
European community. The conflict has fostered scepticism about the Union’s
effectiveness throughout the Member States. Additionally, with the recent change in
the American Governance, a shift of the war’s trajectory is expected. This section
provided a clear historical overview of key events, setting the stage for the analysis of
the EU’s role in the conflict. The next section will explore the EU’s approach in the

conflict before and after February 2022.
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3.2 Evolving Dynamics: The Development of the EU Foreign Policy in Response to
Russia

Russia influenced the EU foreign policy even before the full invasion of Ukraine,
leveraging its oil and gas supplies as an economic and political tool*?*. As a collective
entity, the EU has fostered a policy of dialogue and economic integration with Russia,
particularly following the collapse of the USSR. In 1994, the EU and Russia signed the
Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA), facilitating cooperation in regards of trade,
energy, security, and economic issues!?®. The enforcement of this agreement suggests that,
since the formation of the Russian Federation, the EU has sought to strengthen its relations

with Russia, opting for a nuanced approach to economic and market expansion.

However, the war marked a milestone, significantly evolving the approach used by the
European Union. Notably, taking into consideration the two major protagonists of the
Union: the war was able to shift Germany’s historically cautious approach and to boost
France’s desire for an autonomous European defence. Neither approach was sufficient
to end the war, impacting the EU’s power and its global influence. The war altered the
Euro-Atlantic security, as the EU and its member states acted in an innovative way,
adapting and strengthening their existing tactics. Such change, given the recent
political crisis and Euroscepticism spreading around Europe, will shape the Euro-
Atlantic security in the coming decades, but the long-term outcomes remain uncertain.

3.2.1 The EU approach prior to 2022
Before 2022, the EU response was a plan of sanctions, which was targeted to specific
individuals and sectors. Although the EU unanimously condemned Russia, Member
states’ positions were deeply divided, with different perspectives. Such divisions and
the inefficiency of sanctions did not stem just from a West-East block, but from similar
countries as well. Examining Europe’s most influential nations, France and Germany,
it is clear that these two countries, although perfectly integrated both in the EU and

NATO, had very different approaches regarding the matter.
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Before 2022, Russia’s influence on European Security was already a complex issue,
due to the deep reliance of European States on oil and gas. Germany used to import
about 37% of its gas and around 25-34% of its oil from Russia'?®. Hence, German
strategy had to consider such vulnerability, preferring a multilateral and diplomatic
approach. Indeed, Chancellor Merkel has always been involved in diplomatic attempts
to mitigate Russia’s interventions in Ukraine, seeking a balance between regional
peace and her own state’s interests, even if it affected the strategy’s efficiency, as.
Among the many attempts in which Germany tried to have a leading role, we must
include the Minsk Agreements, and a Free Trade agreement proposed directly by
Chancellor Merkel in January 201527, Nevertheless, all these agreements, especially
in regard to the Ukrainian complex situation, eventually failed, creating discontent
about the German approach. Furthermore, even after the annexation of Crimea,
Germany continued its energy cooperation with Russia, especially through projects
such as the Nord Stream pipelines, increasing the country’s dependence on Russia and

upsurging internal tension within the EU itself!28,

Conversely, France has never been threatened by a possible drop of Russian imports,
as it possesses a robust nuclear energy production. Therefore, France’s position has
always been different from the German one, even before 2022. Despite having both
participated in international agreements with Russia, either on behalf of the EU or of
their own sovereign State, France’s modus operandi has always considered military
tactics as well. As a matter of fact, France has historically been the major promoter of
a European common defence, especially under Macron’s presidency. The French
President, since his victory in 2017, has often underlined the need for a European
common army*?®, However, France still established stable diplomatic relations with
Russia, participating in the negotiations of the Minsk Agreements as well. European
Security, even in military terms, is the main difference between France and Germany
before 2022, due to the fact that the latter was exposed to a significant demilitarization

after World War Il. Even if Germany is one of the most technologically advanced
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countries worldwide, with a great variety of military supplies, their deployment is
carefully decided, due to the nation’s past. Eventually, neither France or Germany, and

in general the EU and the Western block, were able to prevent the full-scale invasion.

3.2.2 February 2022: Redefining EU Foreign Policy and Strategic Autonomy
After Russia invaded Ukraine, all the European countries, whether they were EU
Member States or not, underwent a period of uncertainty and crisis. In the case of
Germany, since it was the Western European country which most relied on Russian
supplies, its initial response was definitely reluctant. Although, through the EU, it
condemned Russian actions, Germany waited before giving any assistance to Ukraine.
Its approach can be defined as extremely cautious, as millions of German citizens faced
the risk of a gas shortage for heating during the winter. However, after the initial
hesitancy, the invasion acted as a catalyst for the policies of the German Chancellor,
Olaf Scholz, who described the shift as “Zeitenwende” (‘turning point”)'®. Indeed,
Germany is now ranked as the second-largest arms supplier'®!, with more than 15
billion euros allocated to support Ukraine!3?. Even if the supply proved to be often
delayed and inefficient, it marked a significant watershed, especially because

Germany’s support is essential for the consensus-based mechanisms of the CFSP.

France’s approach did not change significantly, as it continued its proactive role,
engaging in more military support, without the threat of an energetic crisis. After 2022,
the main difference between the two countries stems from their visions for the future
of an European Strategic Autonomy. Indeed, Germany prioritizes the alliance with
NATO and the strengthening of mechanisms already present in the EU; whilst France
sees a more autonomous European Security, pursuing an acceleration of its

independence from other alliances.
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3.3 The shift in the EU’s external action
The Russian-Ukraine war prompted a significant transformation in the EU’s external
action, leading to an adaptation of its priorities. The European Union’s response to the
conflict can be categorized in three different areas: Economic sanctions; Military aid
to Ukraine; Energy independence. The next subparagraphs will delve deeper into each
of them, providing a clear understanding of the alteration of the plans of action of the

Union in response to the Russian aggression.

3.3.1 Economic Sanctions
The use of economic sanctions is not new within the EU’s external action. Currently,
the Union enforces 50 sanction programmes, affecting 40 different countries'®3, While
EU law does not explicitly provide for a definition for economic sanction, they aligned
with the one presented in Art. 41 of the UN Charter®3:

“The Security Council may decide what measures not involving the use of
armed force are to be employed to give effect to its decisions, and it may
call upon the Members of the United Nations to apply such measures.
These may include complete or partial interruption of economic relations
and of rail, sea, air, postal, telegraphic, radio, and other means of

)

communication, and the severance of diplomatic relations.’

In the EU framework, sanctions are imposed to implement the decisions of either the
Council of the EU or of the United Nations. They are temporary, lasting up to one
year, but they can be extended by the Council of the EU. Under the Common Foreign
and Security Policy (CFSP) sanctions can be adopted, following a two-steps
procedure: first, the Council of the EU endorses a decision, based on the proposal of
the EU’s High Representative®®®; simultaneously, the Council enacts, by a qualified
majority, a regulation detailing the implementation of economic and financial
measures, based on a joint proposal of the Commission and the High Representative®3®.
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As these measures fall outside of the EU competences, every Member State is

responsible for the application of the measures at national level*®'.

In response to the 2022 invasion of Ukraine, the EU imposed a package of
unprecedented sanctions against Russia. Indeed, before 2022, Russia was already the
target of some economic sanctions, but those were principally directed to individual
citizens. After the invasion, the EU sanctioned Russia in collaboration with other
partners, namely the US, Japan, Canada, and Australia, expanded the scope of
sanctions not only to individuals, but also to key sectors of the Russian economy. This
included an oil embargo, the freezing of Russian Central Bank assets, restrictions on

exports, and bans on oil and coal imports*38,

The scale and scope of these sanctions was unprecedented for the EU, marking a
pivotal moment for the evolution of the EU’s external action under the CFSP
framework. While the overall effects were insufficient, as Russia was able to recover
by expanding its market toward Asia and strengthening its ties with BRICS countries,

it is still a milestone in the EU’s external policy development.

3.3.2 Military Aid

The military support provided to Ukraine is estimated to be, counting both the EU and
member States contributions, 48.3 billion euros. Without considering the national
investments in military equipment and training supplied by each country, the EU
furnished 6 billion euro, between 2022 and 2024, under the European Peace Facility*3°.
In particular, the European Peace facility is a mechanism for EU military and defence
actions, comprehended under the CFSP*. The activation of such a mechanism has a
relevant implication, as the EU posed itself with a more proactive role in the military
sector, and not depending merely on the member States intervention in the matter,

proving again a shift in the EU’s approach for the Russia-Ukraine conflict.
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3.3.3 Energy Independence

Energy has proven to be one of the most salient aspects shaping the EU’s modus
operandi. Indeed, as previously discussed, many of the European countries that
initially opposed a strong response to Russia’s invasion were those most dependent on
Russian oil, coal and gas supplies. Following February 2022, the war caused the gas
prices to surge, provoking economic hardships and exposing Europe’s over-
dependence on Russian resources'*!. Therefore, energy independence has been
deemed a crucial strategy for reducing Russia’s dominance in the European Energy
sector.

To modernize the European energy system, the EU launched a flagship initiative
funded by the EU Budget and the NextGenerationEU program, through the
REPowerEU plan'*?, The core of this initiative, proposed by the European
Commission, is a green and clean energy transition, redirecting the NextGenEU
finances to more urgent needs, such as the war'#3, This plan would allow the Union to
foster an “Energy Union”, a more solid and resilient framework for energy
cooperation, less vulnerable to external factors'#4. The measures identified by the plan
include incentives for renewable energy sources, increasing the EU target for 2030;
boosting the European hydrogen energy transition as an alternative to fossil sources;
enhancing energy efficiency; and developing infrastructure projects for energy storage

and distribution under the Connecting Europe Facility (CEF)!*°.

Nonetheless, the project has probably been overly ambitious, and the Member States
are still not fully committed to implement it, as it has major implications for major
sectors. Despite the challenges, the program must be considered among the three major
tools deployed by the Union, reflecting the shift in the external action approach that
has started due to the conflict.
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3.4 Differences in the EU Countries: Eastern EU countries

3.4.1 The integration of the Eastern European countries in the EU
The process of European integration for former Soviet Republics and communist states
differed from that of other European countries. During the 1980s, and particularly after
1991, countries like the Baltic states (Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania), Hungary, Poland,
Bulgaria, Slovakia, Czech Republic and Ukraine, aspired to a process of
democratization. Indeed, the communist experience in these countries, which
suppressed political and civil freedoms, nurtured a strong desire for European
integration in the civil societies. Before Gorbachev’s presidency, openness to the West
was deemed impossible. However, after the USSR’s collapse, these countries

demonstrated their intention to enter the European Community4°,

Nonetheless, despite the great desire expressed by the citizens, not all countries met
the necessary criteria to access the membership of the Community. For this reason,
after 1991, the European Community engaged in the pursuit of economic cooperation
and integration with the Eastern countries, providing aid to their unstable
economies'*’. Thanks to this economic recovery, many Eastern countries managed to
apply for European Union Membership. Namely, Poland, Czech Republic, Hungary,
Slovakia, Slovenia, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania joined the EU in 2004; while

Bulgaria and Romania joined in 200748, Ukraine’s application was never accepted.

3.4.2 Differences in the approach before and after 2022
Following the annexation of Crimea in 2014, countries previously under the Soviet
sphere of influence adopted a different approach from their Western EU counterparts.
While countries such as Germany, France and Italy maintained a nuanced approach,
the Eastern EU countries advocated for stronger EU policies against Russia. The

Eastern European countries were not only concerned about Ukraine, but also about

15Ebru Voyvoda, “Contextual Analysis of European Integration Sentiments in Post-Communist Countries:
Trends, Changing Rhetoric, and Sequence of Practical Steps (1991-2021),” EUROPEAN CHRONICLE 7, no. 1
(February 9, 2022): 22-29.

147 “Buropean Community Aid to Eastern Europe - Geopolitical Upheavals in Europe after 1989 - CVCE
Website,” www.cvce.eu, n.d.

148 «“Eastern Europe | EEAS,” www.eeas.europa.eu, n.d.

44



their own national security, having witnessed previous Russian incursions into

sovereign states, such as the 2008 invasion of Georgia®*

. As a result, they firmly
opposed Russia's actions and advocated for a greater EU and NATO involvement.
Until 2014, NATO refrained from deploying any troops in the former Soviet
Republics, to uphold the NATO-Russia founding Act of 1997, Indeed, at the 2016
NATO Warsaw Summit the allies agreed to intensify NATO presence, particularly in

the eastern part of the Alliance, in response to Russia's annexation of Crimea®®?.

In the years leading up to 2022, despite the precarious approach based on dialogue and
diplomatic agreements proposed by the EU in general, the Baltic states, Poland and
Czech Republic continuously stressed the need for a firm response®®2. These internal
divisions over the strategy complicated the ability of the EU to act as a united body,

hindering efforts to develop a unified and coherent external policy toward Russia.

The full-scale invasion clearly demonstrated that the demands and concerns of Eastern
European countries were justified, emphasizing the need for a stronger EU response.
Due to the proximity of certain countries to the conflict, the Baltic states and Poland
were the major advocates for Ukraine support, calling for military, humanitarian, and
financial support, underscoring the right to self-defence of Ukraine. Furthermore, these
countries resolutely demanded financial sanctions to undermine Russia’s financial
system, oligarchic structures and energy sector. In general, the Eastern countries were
less reliant on Russia’s energy supplies, thus they had recommended energy
diversification in Western Europe even before 2022. After the full-scale invasion, the
most substantial shift in the EU policies was indeed the pursuit of energy
independence. Alongside the EU’s leadership, the aforementioned countries advocated

for increasing investments in renewable energy and alternative energy sources.

Overall, the solid stance of the North-Eastern states - namely the Baltic states, Poland

and Czech Republic - was crucial in countering the “strategic patience” of Western
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EU, which underestimated the potential risks of Russia’s actions and prioritized
maintaining economic and diplomatic relations with the Kremlin to safeguard national
interests. Their role was also remarkable in responding to the refugee crisis. Following
the invasion, millions of Ukrainian refugees were forced to flee their country and, aside
from Russia and Belarus, the majority crossed the neighbouring borders, finding
protection in Poland, Romania, and the Baltics®>3. Therefore, Eastern countries aided
almost 6 million Ukrainian refugees following the invasion, functioning as an
instrumental tool to coordinate the humanitarian response of the Union, despite the

EU’s internal challenges.

3.4.3 The exception: the case of Hungary and South-eastern EU countries
While the North-Eastern EU countries proved to be crucial in opposing the invasion
of Ukraine, their South-Eastern counterparts, in particular Hungary, adopted more
controversial stances. In general, despite the pro-Russian position of Hungary’s
president Viktor Orban, all the Eastern European countries have condemned Putin’s
actions'®. However, the public’s perception of the war and Russia is extremely
diversified among North-Eastern countries and South-Eastern countries - namely,
Romania, Bulgaria, Slovakia and Hungary - with the southern part being more
reluctant to fully support Ukraine in military and financial terms®®. In general, the
divide North-South is evident in the commitment in military and financial aid to
Ukraine; in the vision of Russia as a threat; and in the support for financial sanctions

toward Russia.

The key aspect that emerges from these findings, aside from the singular position of
each country, is the role that they played in shaping the EU’s approach. Remarkably,
Orbén’s Hungary was the most influential in the decision-making process, as it was
able to veto EU sanctions in the CFSP framework under article 31 of the TEU. Orban’s
closeness to Putin’s regime created tensions among the EU member states, as its
standpoint opposes the unified European stance, damaging the EU’s credibility and

reliability as a unified diplomatic body as well.
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Tensions and controversies arose not only in the internal cohesion of the Union, but
also in the long-term effectiveness of the CFSP. By leveraging its veto power, Hungary
has repeatedly delayed EU’s sanctions targeting Russia, such as in January 2025, when
President Orban advocated for the reopening of the pipelines for the flow of Russian
gas™®®. This obstructionism was criticised by Western and North-Eastern EU members,
which recognized it as a threat to the maintenance of a clear European external
diplomatic position and a direct threat to the principle of European Solidarity
enshrined in Art. 2 of the TEU'.

These divergences have weakened the efforts to build a solid European diplomatic
bloc, diminishing the EU’s impact in the negotiations, and creating a power vacuum
that has been exploited by emerging geopolitical actors, such as China and Turkey*®®.
Nevertheless, despite Hungary’s opposition and regardless of the change in the
American governance, the EU was still able to persist in the deployment of the sanction
packages, demonstrating a certain degree of resilience and independence. This period
represents a pivotal moment in the history of the European Union, as major political
crises unfold throughout the continent, particularly in Germany and France. The
coming years will be decisive in determining the EU’s identity and redefining its

geopolitical role in the current multipolar international order.

3.5 Final remarks
In general, the full-scale military invasion of Ukraine marked an unprecedented event
in contemporary European history. As analysed in the previous chapter, whilst other
conflicts occurred on the European continent since World War 11, such as the Balkan
wars in the 90’s, the fact that a major European power successfully invaded and
assaulted another foreign state served as a reminder that a threat of war still exists in

Europe. This represented a turning point that cannot be ignored. The EU played a
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remarkable role in responding to the conflict and acting against the aggressor state.
However, as already discussed, the approach adopted by the Member States remains
fragile and, initially, it was highly precarious due to the long-standing diplomatic and
economic ties that many Western Europe countries had fostered with Russia. Despite
the early hesitance, the European Union managed to extend its framework regarding

external power in three key areas: economy, military, and energy.

Recent political shifts in Europe and in the US may alter the trajectory of the precedent
policies, and the future of the ongoing war remains unpredictable. Nevertheless, one
undeniable aspect is the EU’s increasing willingness to define itself as a geopolitical
actor. This ambition persists despite the rise of sovereigntist sentiments across
Member States and continuous internal challenges. To redefine its role in the current
international scenario, the EU is required to pursue a serious commitment, and the
results will depend on its capability to maintain internal stability and a compact

external strategy to address the ongoing crisis.
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Chapter 4: A Comparative Analysis and Potential Outcomes

4.1 Comparative Analysis Overview

After having explored the European Union’s responses to international crisis on the European
Continent, particularly its involvement in addressing the Balkan Wars and the conflict in
Ukraine, this chapter will provide a comparative analysis of the distinct approaches to assess
the evolution of the Union’s external power. It will examine whether and how the EU’s
strategies have developed over time, considering multi-faceted aspects, including diplomacy,
military, and defence tactics. Furthermore, future scenarios will be discussed, estimating the
impact that emerging challenges and recent geopolitical changes may have to EU foreign
policies in the near future. While clear assumptions are unlikely, latest global trends can

suggest potential developments.

4.2 From Post-Conflict Stabilisation to Immediate Strategic Response

The comparative analysis of the European Union’s response in the Balkan Wars and in the
Russia-Ukraine war reveals a progressive advancement and consolidation of the Union’s
external powers. Whereas the Balkan Wars exposed the institutional limits and the hesitation
of the Union, the war in Ukraine served as a catalyst, encouraging the EU to reshape its foreign
policies and to adopt a more cohesive strategy for crisis management. As discussed in the
previous chapters, one of the key differences in the Union’s methods lies on the capacity of the
EU to rely on its own tools in the security and defence field, marking a shift between two

distinct, yet equally important, conflicts.

In the 1990s, the EU was still in its early stage, with its legal framework which was not
consolidated yet. Consequently, the EU did not manage to effectively engage in the disputes in
the former Yugoslavia. Its contribution included thus only domains were not politically divisive
and not limited by legal constrictions, namely humanitarian aid, and feeble diplomatic efforts.
Following the entry into force of the Amsterdam Treaty in 1999, the external competences
were clarified and further expanded, enabling the EU to respond to the Russian invasion of
Ukraine not only with humanitarian assistance, but also with its own instruments, such as the
imposition of economic sanctions; the supply of military aid; and a strategic plan towards

energy independence®®.

159 Cft. § 3.3
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While, during the Balkan Wars, the EU was dependent on the military and strategic
interventions launched by NATO, such as air strikes, in the context of the Russia-Ukraine
conflict, a more autonomous and coherent military dimension emerged. The EU did not directly
send any troop, nor engage in direct combat operations. However, its role was crucial in
allocating, through the European Peace Facility, six billion euros to Ukraine, and furnishing
military equipment based on Member States’ national capacity, becoming the largest investor
in Ukraine’s defence sector!®®. Therefore, the distinct approaches are clearly different,
particularly in defining the EU as a unified actor. In fact, in the Balkan Wars there was no
cohesion among the states, because the framework of security and defence was still out of the
states’ perspectives and interests. Conversely, Russia’s actions destabilised Europe and, being
the EU a consolidated reality, it was better equipped to react and the experience in the Balkans

prompted it to take concrete actions to safeguard a recognised state’s sovereignty.

Furthermore, it is important to underline that no entirely new legal frameworks were created
after the 2007 Lisbon Treaty. Therefore, the real turning point concerns the unprecedented
activation of pre-existing legal mechanisms!®!. Economic sanctions, for instance, were a tool
already envisioned in the EU legal framework, nonetheless they had never been used with the
coordination and breadth deployed after February 24, 2022. Namely, in response to the Russian
attack, the Union implemented wo different sanction regimes — global human rights and a
country-specific regime — alongside asset freezes and travel bans®2. The magnitude of the
sanctions, although not completely effective, marked an unprecedent event, which deeply
influenced the EU’s willingness and capacity to develop its foreign policy. The Russian
invasion also expanded the institutional role of the European Commission, which oversaw key
responsibilities, such as addressing the refugee crisis and trade facilitation63,

Overall, both the Balkan Wars and the Russia-Ukraine conflict had a significant impact on the
EU’s foreign policy development. The armed conflicts in the former Yugoslavia functioned as
a reminder that war could return on the European continent, exposing the European Union

fallacies and inadequacies in the security and defence sector. Despite being unprepared, the
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war inspired the Member States to seek a strategic and security dimension also in a European
framework, beyond NATO and national defence structures, leading to the establishment of the
CFSP through the Amsterdam Treaty. In contrast, the response to Russia’s invasion constituted
a watershed moment for the EU. For the first time, it acted within a strategic framework,
expanding the use of existing legal tools. Its strategy is still to be considered reactive and

fragmentated, nevertheless it is still a step forward in the political integration within the Union.

Although internal divisions are an ongoing issue which will inevitably cause fractures and
uncoherent behaviours, it is crucial to acknowledge the importance of these two historical
moments in the broader trajectory of European progress. Through the analysis of these events,
it is possible to assess how the Union is in continuous development, and how it is capable to
adapt to complex and external threats and challenges. This does not mean that the strategies
adopted are effective and free form criticism, but rather it confirms that the EU can manage to

undergo internal and external difficulties, as it has done from the 1990s until present day.

4.3 Potential Scenarios in the Near Future

Expanding on the information discussed in the previous section, the focus will be now shifted
on the future of the EU External Action. Remarkably, it examines the potential scenarios that
the EU could face in the coming years and the key factors influencing the EU policies at the
moment. The current scenario comprises shifting power dynamics, global challenges, and
ongoing conflicts. The war in Ukraine, in fact, remains far from being resolved, and new armed
conflicts have escalated, such as the Israel’s military attacks against Palestinians, and renewed
tensions between India and Pakistan!®*. Accordingly, the European Union has the possibility,
and the responsibility, to prove its relevance in the international scenario, in order to contribute

added value in the global governance.

Firstly, as previously explored, new dimensions have been recognised by the Union, namely
the military and the security sectors. As mentioned in Chapter 3, there have even been proposals
concerning the creation of a “European army”, advanced by French President Emmanuel

Macron, alongside with his 2022 initiative for a European Political Community*%5. Although

164 Geneva Academy, “Today’s Armed Conflicts,” geneva-academy.ch, 2023.
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these options unlikely in the short term, in the last decade the EU has concretely advanced in
the evolution of its external power. For instance, the foundation of a Permanent Structured
Cooperation (PESCO), which grants the possibility to Member States to actively and
voluntarily cooperate in the area of security and defence, based on Article 46(2) of the Treaty

on the European Union'®®

, and officially formed through a Council Decision in December
2017%%7. The innovative trait introduced by the PESCO is the legally binding nature od the
decisions approved by the participating states, being the engagement in the cooperation

voluntary.

Additionally, building on the PESCO project and on proposal of the European Commission,
the European Parliament and the Council introduced the European Defence Fund in 20218,
This fund allows the Member States to develop their own companies’ competition and
attractivity in defence projects aligned with a collaborative European perspective'®®. Through
these initiatives, the European Union is aiming at coordinating its Member States in a European
defence and strategic dimension, shifting the vision of an EU capable of civilian and
humanitarian aid only. Therefore, a more strategic and military transition is to be expected in
the next years, albeit not all the member countries agree on further political or defensive

cooperation.

A decisive event that will inevitably remodel the EU foreign policy is the re-election of Donald
Trump as President of the USA in November 2024. From the beginning of his second
administration in January 2025, the American President has shown a repositioning of the US
foreign policy, centred in isolationist foreign policies and protectionists trade measures, by
imposing massive tariffs to allied countries, including the EU. In parallel, his policies include
even a progressive withdrawal of the support to Ukraine, which led to a reactive response from
the EU and European leaders. Indeed, the European countries witnessed the abrupt loss of a
historical strategic partner. For this reason, on April 24, 2025, the European Commission
President, Ursula Von der Leyen, met with UK Prime Minister Keir Starmer in London!’®. The
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summit had the aim of defining a strategic partnership to address the renewed challenges posed
by the second Trump administration. This plan would enhance a defence and security pact to
strengthen the cooperation in Ukraine, considering diminishing American support and interest

in the ongoing wart"?,

Although the impact of the tensions between the US and the EU are still to be assessed, and
the EU approach is divergent, as countries like Italy are maintaining a certain closure with the
American President, this situation offers a crucial indicator for this analysis. Indeed, due to the
deepening crisis within the Atlantic block, the European Union has a stronger incentive in
reinforcing its own autonomy and defensive capacities. The unreliability of its closest ally is
prompting the EU to seek innovative solutions; hence future trends will likely reflect a more

assertive response from the European front in its external actions.

4.3.1 “Rearm Europe”: a Possible Common European Response

In response to the major challenge posed by the second Trump administration, the Commission
President Ursula VVon der Leyen advanced a major initiative with the purpose of investing in
European defence capacities: the Rearm Europe, also known as Readiness 2030 Plan'’2. As a
consequence of increasing geopolitical instability in the continent and on the global stage, a
consensus is emerging across the Member States regarding the need of a more autonomous
defence under the EU framework. The initiative involves the mobilisation of 800 billion euros
over the next four years in the investment and the purchase of special equipment to encourage
military readiness and security, additionally to counterbalance the gap left in the support of
Ukraine. The budget predicted is supposed to be divided into two main financial pillars: 150
billion euros funded through joint borrowing from the European budget, thus through collective
agreement among the member states (SAFE Fund — Security Action for Europe); and 650
billion euros from potential national borrowing’3. The aim is to spend on European military
facilities to reach a strategic independence from the US, create new economies of scale and be

prepared for the evolution of the conflicts worldwide.

" Ibidem
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However, the project presents several limits which undermine its applicability, such as its
reliance on national debt capacity. Indeed, not all the EU states have the ability to sustain a
further national public debt for the rearmament, countries such as Italy, Greece or Spain have
less fiscal capacity than Germany or Denmark. For this reason, a financial pillar based on
national debt for an amount consisting of 650 billion euros is not feasible in the short run. The
support to Ukraine remains uncertain as well because, despite the theoretical support offered
by the Member States — excluding Hungary — replacing the US contribution is both costly and
logistically impractical, given the EU’s shortage in facilities production and limited supply

chains.

Moreover, the initiative has also drawn criticisms from various political exponents throughout
Europe, who argue that the European governance is privileging a strict military approach at the
expense of other priorities, such as integration, education, and green transition. Therefore,
internal divergencies may reflect a troubling political negotiation among the European states,
which is necessary to unlock the access to the 150 billion euros based on the EU budget. It
would also lead to inconsistencies in the spending of national borrowing, as countries like
Poland or the Baltics still favour the purchase of American equipment, whilst others encourage
a European-made production'’. Additionally, legal and constitutional constraints must be
considered equally because countries like Malta, Austria, and Ireland have neutrality clauses
included in their constitutions in regard to military development, constituting an inability to

fulfil to the military commitments®”.

Lastly, the most critical aspect of the Rearm Europe Plan lies in its intentions. Indeed, however
proposing a purchase of military equipment, it does not articulate any clear prospects for the
war in Ukraine and the general strategic stance of the Union. Its current framing does not
include whether the EU wants to pursue a deterrence policy, a hostility plan, full support to
Ukraine, or just a strategic response to the adverse USA’s current foreign policy. Consequently,
the project seems ambiguous in its goals, serving merely as a (joint) procurement plan, without

a defined outlook and positions on the ongoing conflict. The European strategy, therefore, risks
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to be not as effective as it was supposed to be, rather functioning as a symbolic act to bolster

the Union’s own soft power.

The proposal issued by the Commission, altogether, seems to be the only one which concretely
poses a military objective, with the purpose of coordinating and creating a common European
system for defence. Nonetheless, due to the limitations analysed, it is unlikely to be put into
practice in the short term, but it serves more as a symbol of a European autonomy and
independence attempt. Furthermore, the summits organised in cooperation with the United
Kingdom represent an openness to strategic collaboration even in the post-Brexit era,
demonstrating the ability of the EU to redefine its role as a strategic partner for military matters
as well. The discussion initiated in these summits concerns not only the military dimension,
but a broader defence project encompassing cyber warfare, the use of Artificial Intelligence
(Al), and further warfare technological production, considering the vulnerability of the Union

in these sectors as well.

Ultimately, the Rearm Europe plan has underlined a necessity more pressing than ever, by
acknowledging the importance of developing an autonomous foreign policy dimension for the
EU, which would otherwise vanish among the political pressure of other global actors. Indeed,
this newly recognised need has led a country such as Germany, which after World War 11 went
through the process of demilitarisation, to foster and boost its military spending, as announced
by Chancellor Friedrich Merz!®, Germany’s own rearmament could serve as an indicator for
the feasibility of Rearm Europe, depending on whether the German investment remains a
national effort or whether it will fall under a broader EU framework. The current situation
suggests that the EU, despite the incredible progress achieved through its response to the
Ukrainian crisis, remains at a crossroads. Rearmament alone will not be sufficient for a credible
military independence, rather a political and strategic harmonisation is required, in parallel with

a coordination of technological capabilities production.

4.4 Conclusions

Overall, the comparative analysis presented in this chapter shows a tangible evolution in the

external powers of the EU, with a renewed deployment of existing legal tools. What seemed
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too abstract and ambitious in the 1990s has become more concrete from February 2022,
marking a gradual progression in the autonomous foreign dimension of the Union. Nonetheless,
the efficacy of the EU’s response remains inadequate, given the magnitude of the crisis faced.
Several weaknesses continue to undermine the efforts of the Union to function as a cohesive
actor, particularly the internal divisions and differences in fiscal capacities and armament
production; legal constraints due to constitutional limits; and technological dependence on

foreign suppliers.

The major lesson drawn from the conflicts analysed is that the EU cannot rely completely on
its allies and that strategic ambiguity is risky and unsustainable in the long term. Indeed, the
recent withdrawal of the American leadership in supporting Ukraine has intensified the need
for autonomy. The Union has understood that its normative nature and economic influence
must be complemented by an increased political cohesion, together with a credible military
plan, to increase its own relevance in the current international scenario. While Rearm Europe
may not be a definitive nor feasible solution, it must be considered as an initial attempt to
centralise military and security planning within a European Union context. Whilst it is less
ambitious than the option of a European Army, it remains probably too progressive for some
of the Member States.

The success of the proposals analysed will depend on the ability of the European Union to
adapt to the emerging necessities, despite internal divergencies, with a shared vision not only
to the plans to adopt, but also of the risks and the Union’s global responsibility. Although the
Union has made remarkable progress since the 1990s, it has not obtained any solid solution
yet. Indeed, Rearm Europe and a European Political Community are far from being realised,
and instead of focusing on a growing technological production, which should not be limited to
military weapons alone, but communication tools, drones, and other facilities, the Union is only

encouraging a rapid and chaotic rearmament, without precise guidelines.

Contrary to the Balkan wars, the war in Ukraine is an unresolved challenge, which requires a
rapid EU reaction, as Ukraine’s sovereignty and resistance is further hindered by Trump’s
administration. Although a peace agreement would be the most desirable option, the EU must
still consider how it will proceed in case of a total American disengagement, hence whether it
would align with its Western partner, or rather maintain its support to Ukraine, independently.

Although a direct involvement in the war is unlikely and politically unsustainable, as it would
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start a dangerous escalation, the participation of the EU should get stronger and more coherent.
Therefore, the intervention should start with the resolution of internal divisions and the
recognition of common interests and values in assisting Ukraine. Only following this
fundamental step can the Union proceed with the definition and implementation of a military

plan.

As a result, Member States may risk interpreting the call for this rearmament agenda as a
national reinforcement of military facilities rather than an establishment of a European
autonomous reality. For this reason, despite the progress made, the EU remains far from
consolidating its identity in the security sector and it seems still anchored to its founding values,
namely economic and trade integration. Without a common view on the priorities, the EU will
not be able to assert its role as a coherent military actor and to actively respond to global
challenges, in an autonomous way. Therefore, the fallacies of the Union have, in part, been
addressed, but not resolved, requiring more coordinating efforts to consolidate the European

Union’s relevance as a geopolitical power.
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Conclusion

This dissertation sought to assess the extent to which the EU’s external powers have
evolved over time, considering two pivotal events in contemporary European history,
namely the Balkan Wars and the war in Ukraine. After providing a brief overview of the
historical and legal evolution of these powers, describing the key mechanisms and tools
applied by the EU in foreign affairs, the thesis has concentrated on the armed conflicts
mentioned. Overall, the comparative analysis has demonstrated that there has been a

gradual, yet relevant, advancement in terms of the Union’s competences to act externally.

Indeed, the EU has progressively modified its approach: from being primarily a normative
and economic power to a more strategic geopolitical actor. Despite the initial challenges,
as exemplified by the failure of the European Defence Community Plan in 1954, the
succession of conflicts on European soil has underlined the need for a coordinated external
action also in a European framework. For this reason, the 1990s and the violent dissolution
of Yugoslavia sparked a new desire for a common strategic and defence dimension among
the EU Member States. The Balkan Wars, indeed, exposed the EU’s institutional and
structural weaknesses, as it failed to propose itself as a solid mediator or a geopolitical
actor, instead ceding power to other international organisations, namely the UN and NATO.
More progress was achieved after Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea, although initially
hesitant, and especially after February 24, 2022. The invasion of Ukraine served as a
catalyst, forcing the EU to recognise the gravity of the situation and to decisively reject

marginalisation.

As analysed in the previous chapters, the EU intervention has not been fully effective nor
cohesive, as Member States continue to struggle to forge a common, unified position, as
exemplified by the opposing positions of France and Germany. The divergence among
Member States remains the main obstacle to creating a truly cohesive foreign approach for
the EU, even in other urgent questions, such as the situation in Gaza and Israel’s alleged

crimes against humanity. In this case, the EU is failing to act coherently, as its Member
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States align on opposing fronts, thereby impeding a more concrete approach, with Italy and

Germany blocking the revision of the EU-Israel Association Agreement!’’.

In general, the proposals analysed for a future European foreign policy, in particular Rearm
Europe, are committed to expand the scope of the European Union from just soft to hard
power as well. The issue that emerged, however, concerns the possibility of this plan to fall
under a national scope only, isolating the European dimension. Indeed, the project relates
to a military procurement, whose structure is still based on external manufactures purchased
by Member States, reflecting national rather than EU priorities. The structure of the
procurement envisaged by the plan does not include the creation of a European army; rather
it focuses on a reinforcement of national armed forces through a coordinated European

perspective and funding, making the EU’s role necessary, but limited.

The strategy relies on the EU’s intention to invest in the military through an economic
approach. In fact, the main purpose is to build an economy of scale in the military and
strategic sector as well, consequently reaching a defence European cohesion not through a
political approach, but rather through economic integration. As analysed in Chapter 1, the
history of the EU reveals that economic integration has been an efficient instrument for
achieving political consolidation'’8, This insight suggests that the economic approach could
offer a potential perspective for EU security and defence as well.

The comparative analysis presented by this thesis reveals a relevant shift in the EU’s
approach and necessities, from a marginal and symbolic role to a more coherent and direct
response to international crisis. This evolution should not be mistaken for a transformation
of the foundational European values of peace and prosperity upon which the EU was
established. Instead, the real repositioning concerns the necessities of the Union, not its
values. Despite the choice of the name Rearm Europe, which suggests a specific intention
in terms of militarisation, this name is to be intended more as an attempt to differentiate
and underscore the revolutionary character of the proposal. Indeed, in recent years the EU

had to confront several geopolitical challenges, which required a decisive response. As
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affirmed by the thesis, the Union was not sufficiently effective in its intervention. However,
those challenges allowed the Union to develop its strategic framework, not to alter its core

value, but to safeguard the peace and security it sought since its creation.

These emerging needs reflect a shifting and unbalanced geopolitical scenario, where a
multipolar system is likely to expand, and where the EU has yet to clearly define its strategic
role. Recent events and conflicts have intensified the ambitions of individual Member
States to advocate for their own national interests to assert their own relevance within the
international arena. However, singular Member States are not able to persuasively play a
role in international matters, but the EU appears to offer the best option for this aim.
Consequently, developing a strategic and defensive framework is essential considering the
recent geopolitical crisis.

Furthermore, the external power should not be developed merely through military
procurement, but with a comprehensive intervention, including cybersecurity efforts,
hybrid warfare, and technological advancements, such as the use of drones, satellites, and
the Al. While policies on the cybersecurity have already been implemented, in 2020 and
2024; the technological production sector is still highly dependent on third countries,
namely the US and Chinal’®. For this reason, it is evident that, despite the progress analysed
in this thesis, the EU still needs refinement for its external powers if it aspires to a solid
crisis management capabilities and strategic independence form the US and other third

states.

In conclusion, the European Union is progressively building a solid basis, with proposals
aimed at a military evolution in its external competences through its foundational
instrument: economic integration. The war in Ukraine served as a catalyst for a real
transformation initially sparked by the dissolution of Yugoslavia and the Balkan Wars in
the 1990s. This demonstrates that the evolution of the EU in its normative and legal aspects
is interconnected with the geopolitical realities the Union faces, prompting for changes and
adaptations to the shifting international scenario. The current events, shaped by emerging

conflicts, unstable alliances and the crisis of the West hegemony, will require the EU to act

179 European Commission, “Cybersecurity | Shaping Europe’s Digital Future,” digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu, n.d.
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more firmly and coherently, overcoming its internal divisions and establishing a concrete
supranational framework for strategic and external action. If the economic integration in
the sector is not followed by political cohesion and military reinforcement, maintaining a
credible and influential role as a geopolitical and diplomatic actor among the emerging

great powers.
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