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Abstract: 

For her new executive, the President of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, 
has created a new post, that of “Commissioner for Defence and Space”, for which she 
has proposed former Lithuanian Prime Minister Andreas Kubilius.  

Within an institutional setting where the Commission has no real powers in defence 
matters, although it does have "limited" responsibility for the defence industry and market 
as part of the Union's industrial policy and the Single Market, the title of the new post may 
be somewhat controversial, even pretentious. 

However, the real intention seems to be to provide visibility and prominence to the 
defence industry, trying to make it more European. Thus, the new Commissioner's tasks 
would focus on fostering cooperation and integration of defence industries among the 27 
Member States, "supporting" the development of new military capabilities, with new 
mechanisms and instruments, as well as financing formulas at European level. It would 
be a matter of firmly advancing along the path already started by former Commissioner 
Thierry Breton, consolidating what has been achieved, and opening up new avenues.  

In an evolving geopolitical scenario, less stable and with revisionist powers contesting the 
current order, factors such as war in Ukraine or new US Administration force Europe to 
strengthen its defence dimension what requires a strong European industry and market. 
Commission and new Commissioner have a major role in “supporting” Member States. 

Keywords:  
Defence industry, defence market, cooperation, integration, EU Council, Commission, 
NATO, military capabilities, funding.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The war in Ukraine has placed “Europe's security and defence” as one of the biggest and 

most serious concerns of both national and European leaders, and it is understandably 

high on the agendas in Brussels, in Schuman (EU) and in Evere (NATO)1.  

During these last 30 years of "Pax Americana", Europe has used the so-called "peace 

dividends" for strong economic and commercial development and to build a solid welfare 

state. For more than two decades, Europe has lived the Kantian dream of perpetual peace 

(at least on European soil), which Fukuyama set a start date for in 1992, and which he 

predicted as the end of history. War was a thing of the past, at least in Europe, and 

conflicts would be resolved through multilateralism and the theses of postmodernism. 

This scenario has led Europe to drastically reduce its security and defence investments, 

particularly in military capabilities. We had the certainty of the US security umbrella, and 

cheap energy from Russia, which, while making us dependent, facilitated our economic 

progress.  

In 2014, Russia's seizure of Crimea, followed by the de facto occupation of the Ukrainian 

Donbas area, led to a “low-intensity” conflict in the region that began to awaken us from 

this dream. The emerging revisionist powers are beginning to shape a new geopolitical 

scenario. The world is no longer unipolar and is becoming, not bipolar as in the Cold War, 

but multipolar, and therefore more dangerous. The competition between great powers is 

back, and it is materialised in the fact that some of them, mainly China and Russia, 

although also others of lesser importance such as Iran or North Korea, contest the world 

order, established since the end of World War II, based on rules2 and the theories of 

liberalism, and want to revise the world order according to their interests.    

The US turn towards Asia-Pacific (with Obama), but above all the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine, have transformed the global security landscape (particularly in Europe), turning 

the aforementioned dependencies into vulnerabilities. Added to this are the new 

                                                            
1 In Brussels parlance, Schuman is used when referring to EU institutions, and Evere when referring to NATO 
institutions, clearly alluding to the districts of the European capital where the main institutional buildings or HQs of 
each of the two organisations are located. 
2 We refer to provisions such as the United Nations Charter itself, or the United Nations Convention on the Law of 
the Sea (UNCLOS). 
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uncertainties that Donald Trump's return to the White House in January may generate in 

the security and defence sphere in Europe.  

Our concern about defence was minimal. Already in 1997, Bzresinski, in his book "The 

Grand Chessboard", emphasised Europe's dependence on US security protection3:  

The brutal fact is that: Western Europe, and increasingly also Central Europe, remains largely an 

American protectorate, with its allied states reminiscent of ancient vassals and tributaries. This is 

not a healthy condition, either for America or for the European nations. 

He continues in the following paragraphs:    

It is not clear whether most Europeans even want Europe to be a major power and whether they 

are prepared to do what is needed for it to become one. Even residual European anti-Americanism, 

currently quite weak, is curiously cynical: the Europeans deplore American "hegemony" but take 

comfort in being sheltered by it. 

A quite harsh analysis of Europe's attitude, but one that describes a reality that has lasted 

for several decades. The new scenario, with the US pivoting towards Asia and the return 

of traditional wars on European soil, has awakened Europe from the “Alice in 

Wonderland4” we thought we were in, confronting it with a harsher geopolitical reality that 

should force Europe to change course. 

Since 2013, with a European Council focused on defence issues, Brussels has begun to 

address the new reality. The European Security Strategy was updated with a new Global 

Strategy (2016), and in 2017, former Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker5 

warned that soft power, the EU's flagship for years, was no longer sufficient in an 

increasingly militarised world, emphasising the need to increase defence spending and 

cooperation, but in a real and not just declaratory way. 

Along the same lines, the High Representative (HR) Borrell has defended, during his five 

years in office, the need to make progress on defence issues, which can be summed up 

                                                            
3 Bzresinksi, Z (1997). El gran tablero mundial. La supremacía estadounidense y sus imperativos geoestratégicos, 
Barcelona, Paidós. Paidós, Barcelona, 1998. Page 67 
4 Alice in Wonderland thinking is the political philosophy that defends and pursues normally utopian objectives, 
without explaining how they will be achieved. Its name comes from the attitude of the character Alice 
in Alice in Wonderland. https://www.abc.es/espana/catalunya/abci-pensamiento-alicia-200702210300.  It is 
used in a very appropriate and direct way in the work of Professor BAQUÉS-QUESADA, Josep. La construcción de 
una política exterior y de seguridad común en Europa. ¿Por qué es tan problemática?. Catarata, Madrid, 2023, pp. 
16-17.   
5 https://www.politico.eu/article/juncker-makes-big-call-for-eu-defense-push/  

https://www.abc.es/espana/catalunya/abci-pensamiento-alicia-200702210300
https://www.politico.eu/article/juncker-makes-big-call-for-eu-defense-push/
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in his phrase "Europe must learn to use the language of power6", a proposal of intentions 

that he has used continuously and in various forums over the years.   

Ursula von der Leyen, President of the Commission and former German Defence 

Minister, put defence (in an "essentially declaratory" way) on the agenda in her first term, 

and intends to do so more intensively in the second term due to start in December. If in 

November 2019, before the European Parliament, she defined her first executive (College 

of Commissioners) as a geopolitical Commission7, in her speech to the European 

Parliament on 18th July 20248, she stressed very directly that protecting Europe is 

Europe's duty, and that the time has come to build a true European Defence Union, which 

means that Europeans must work on a Single Defence Market, spend more on military 

capabilities for high-intensity conflicts, and above all do so through investment and the 

development of common European projects. Although once again we are moving at the 

declaratory level, the underlying idea is that the Commission "supports" the 

implementation of what was agreed by the 27 Member States (MSs) in the Versailles 

Declaration of 20229 (where they undertook to strengthen their military capabilities and 

cooperate in their development at the European level).  

These statements may come as a surprise, since security and defence, like foreign policy, 

are intergovernmental policies, and therefore do not fall within the domain of the 

Commission, but of the Council. However, unilateral statements by President von der 

Leyen on international events or conflicts (Ukraine or the Middle East) have been 

commonplace and have puzzled not only Brussels but also several capitals, as these are 

matters for the Council, which could make them known either through the Council 

President or the High Representative10. Some analysts believe that the underlying rivalry 

between the President of the Council and the President of the Commission has been 

shown to be detrimental to the Union's image abroad.11 

                                                            
6 https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/several-outlets-europe-must-learn-quickly-speak-language-power_und_en  
7 https://ecfr.eu/article/commentary_the_makings_of_a_geopolitical_european_commission/  
8 https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/news/statement-european-parliament-plenary-president-
ursula-von-der-leyen-candidate-second-mandate-2024-2024-07-18_en  
9 Versailles Declaration 
10 As indicated in Articles 15 and 17 respectively, of the Lisbon Treaty  
11 Schuman Paper 764. What the European Parliament should ask of future Commissioners. 15th October 2024. 
Available at: https://www.robert-schuman.eu/en/european-issues/764-what-the-european-parliament-should-
ask-of-future-commissioners-the-four-challenges-facing-the-new-european-commission  

https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/several-outlets-europe-must-learn-quickly-speak-language-power_und_en
https://ecfr.eu/article/commentary_the_makings_of_a_geopolitical_european_commission/
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/news/statement-european-parliament-plenary-president-ursula-von-der-leyen-candidate-second-mandate-2024-2024-07-18_en
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/news/statement-european-parliament-plenary-president-ursula-von-der-leyen-candidate-second-mandate-2024-2024-07-18_en
https://www.robert-schuman.eu/en/european-issues/764-what-the-european-parliament-should-ask-of-future-commissioners-the-four-challenges-facing-the-new-european-commission
https://www.robert-schuman.eu/en/european-issues/764-what-the-european-parliament-should-ask-of-future-commissioners-the-four-challenges-facing-the-new-european-commission
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Against this backdrop of institutional rivalry, von der Leyen has created the new post of 

Defence and Space Commissioner in her new executive, in the person of former 

Lithuanian Prime Minister Andrius Kubilius, which initially invites one to envisage new 

initiatives and progress on defence issues at the Brussels level. In order to understand 

this new post, it seems necessary to recall the powers of the different actors involved in 

these issues, so as to be able to assess the role that the new Defence Commissioner will 

be able to play in this area, avoiding mixing the desirable with the possible, which has 

been a constant feature at the institutional declaratory level.  

 

SECURITY AND DEFENCE IN EUROPE. WHO DOES WHAT 

It should be recalled that security and defence at the EU level are part of the Common 

Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), which provides the Union with an operational 

capability based on civilian and military means to carry out missions outside the territory 

of the Union with the aim of ensuring peacekeeping, conflict prevention and the 

strengthening of international security12.  

Despite its name, the reality today is that the Common Security and Defence Policy13 is 

neither common nor truly does it cover defence. It is clearly an intergovernmental policy 

(the countries decide through the Council, and they do so unanimously), and therefore it 

is not a union policy (which would be the domain of the Commission). Its defence 

dimension has yet to be developed, and its actions are solely for crisis management and 

cooperative security14 and take place exclusively outside the territory of the Union (for the 

time being it does not contemplate deterrence or the defence of European territory, which 

is currently the responsibility of NATO).  

All this is detailed in the provisions of the Treaty of Lisbon (ToL) on CSDP (Articles 42 to 

46), which make clear the institutional framework of powers, with the Council as the sole 

                                                            
12 According to Article 21 of the Treaty on European Union, it is the first major objective of the CFSP (Common 
Foreign and Security Policy), of which the CSDP is an integral part. 
13 Articles 42 to 26 of the Treaty of Lisbon (ToL) contain the provisions on the CSDP, detailing its intergovernmental 
nature, unanimity among the Member States as a general rule for decision-making, and the fact that its missions are 
carried out outside the Union. The Commission is not mentioned in this CSDP part of the Treaty. 
14 CSDP actions are essentially limited to "crisis management" and "cooperative security" as detailed in Article 43.1 
of the ToL, in the so-called Petersberg tasks (disarmament operations, humanitarian and rescue tasks, military advice 
and assistance tasks, conflict prevention and peace-keeping tasks, peace-making and post-conflict stabilisation).  
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authority, although at the same time it opens the door to a progressive definition of a 

Common Defence Policy for the Union, which would lead to a Common Defence, if and 

when the European Council so decides unanimously, which has not happened yet and is 

not foreseeable in the short to medium term.  

Bearing in mind the differences in interests and strategic culture of the different Member 

States, the clear cessions of sovereignty that such progress would require, together with 

the need for unanimous agreements, means that moving towards a Common Defence 

Policy is currently more of a wish than a real possibility. Probably the most appropriate 

and practicable course would be to reinforce "the collective", to strengthen NATO's 

European pillar and to contribute to the Alliance's collective defence as a team, the 

European team, rather than as individual allies.  

From an institutional point of view, within the current regulatory framework (ToL), the 

Council is the only body truly competent in defence matters. The role of the European 

Parliament is minor, and it is limited to receiving reports from the High Representative 

(HR), to addressing questions or making recommendations to the Council itself and to 

the HR, and to debating twice a year on the progress made in both the CFSP and the 

CSDP, all on a non-binding basis (Article 36 of the ToL). For its part, the Commission's 

role is even more delicate, since, as Sabatino15 reminds us, it has hardly any powers in 

defence, only a "limited" responsibility for the defence industry as part of the Union's 

industrial policy and Single Market.  

It should not be forgotten that the pillars of the current CSDP are based on the Saint-Malo 

Declaration16, which many analysts consider the original document of the CSDP17, and 

whose main lines18 were taken up by the rest of the Member States in the Cologne 

                                                            
15 https://www.iiss.org/online-analysis/military-balance/2024/08/european-union-defence-ambitions-a-reality-
cheque/  
16 Agreed at the bilateral Franco-British Summit held in December 1998, which many analysts consider to be the 
document that gave rise to the CSDP, and whose main lines were taken up by the rest of the Member States in the 
Cologne European Council Declaration in June 1999. Detailed in the document “25 años de la Declaración de Saint 
Malo, piedra angular de la Política Común de Seguridad y Defensa” of 29 November 2023. Available at:   
https://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/ BoletinesIEEE3/2023/BoletinIEEE32.pdf  
17 At that time it was born as the ESDP (European Security and Defence Policy), although on the occasion of the 
Treaty of Lisbon, it was renamed CSDP (Common Security and Defence Policy), introducing "Common" instead of 
"European", more as a declaration of intent than a reality. 
18 Operational capacity to carry out civilian and military missions, always outside the Union, and decision-making by 
unanimity and only by the Member States. 

https://www.iiss.org/online-analysis/military-balance/2024/08/european-union-defence-ambitions-a-reality-cheque/
https://www.iiss.org/online-analysis/military-balance/2024/08/european-union-defence-ambitions-a-reality-cheque/
https://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/%20BoletinesIEEE3/2023/
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European Council Declaration19 of June 1999. As the British diplomat Ricketss20, involved 

in the drafting of the aforementioned Declaration, reminds us, the UK did not want to see 

a role for either the Commission or the European Parliament in security and defence 

matters. This position has been maintained in the Lisbon Treaty, where there is no 

mention of either the Commission or the Parliament in the five articles dedicated to the 

CSDP.  

In this institutional scenario, the creation of a new post in the EU executive (the 

Commission) called "Commissioner for Defence and Space" seems to fall within the 

framework of the political expectations of President von der Leyen, and is at the very least 

somewhat misaligned with the actual responsibilities for which it is competent, namely 

defence industry, and moreover, in a limited manner. In this vein, a recent New York 

Times article21 referred to the new Commissioner as a "King without a Kingdom". 

Possibly, "Commissioner for the Defence Industry and Market" would have been more 

appropriate, although even, given the limitations stemming from the Treaty itself in this 

field, set out in Article 34622 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the EU (TFEU), 

maintaining the configuration of the previous Commission, where the Commissioner for 

                                                            
19 Annex III of the Cologne European Council Declaration of 4 June 1999 on "Strengthening the Common European 
Security and Defence Policy". Available at: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/summits/kol2_en.htm  
20 Lord Peter Ricketss is a British diplomat (retired) who was UK National Security Adviser (2010-2012), 
Ambassador Permanent Representative of the United Kingdom to NATO (2003-06) and UK Ambassador 
to France (2012-16). He actively participated in the bilateral Saint Malo Summit, and in the drafting of the 
Declaration document. At that time he was the Second Political Director of the Foreign Office (1997-99) and from 
2001 to 2003 he held the post of Political Director. His vision of the Saint-Malo Summit was published in 2017 in 
RUSI. Available: https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/rusi-journal/eu-and-defence-legacy-saint-
malo   
21 Europe's New Defence Chief: “A King without a Kingdom”, Steven Erlanger & Jenny Gross, The New York Times, 
Sept 21st 2024. 
 
 Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2024/09/20/world/europe/defense-commissioner-military-ukraine-
russia.html  
 
22 Article 346 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) states:  

1) The provisions of the Treaties shall not preclude the following rules:  
(a) no Member State shall be obliged to supply information the disclosure of which it considers contrary to the 

essential interests of its security;  
(b) any Member State may take such measures as it considers necessary for the protection of the essential 

interests of its security which are connected with the production of or trade in arms, munitions and war 
material; such measures shall not adversely affect the conditions of competition in the internal market 
regarding products which are not intended for specifically military purposes. 

(2) The Council may, acting unanimously on a proposal from the Commission, make changes to the list, which it 
drew up on 15 April 1958, of the products to which the provisions of paragraph 1(b) apply. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/summits/kol2_en.htm
https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/rusi-journal/eu-and-defence-legacy-saint-malo
https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/rusi-journal/eu-and-defence-legacy-saint-malo
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/09/20/world/europe/defense-commissioner-military-ukraine-russia.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/09/20/world/europe/defense-commissioner-military-ukraine-russia.html
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the Internal Market, France’s Thierry Breton, already exercised his "limited" 

responsibilities in defence, would have been more in line with reality.   

 

THE COMMISSION AND ITS INITIATIVES ON DEFENCE ISSUES.  

As noted in previous paragraphs, the regulatory framework and institutional 

responsibilities for defence issues are clearly designed. However, during the Junker 

Commission (2014-2019), the Commission's involvement in these issues was addressed. 

In 2017, three years after the Russian invasion of Crimea, and stemming from the "White 

Paper on the Future of Europe23", the Commission published the "Reflection Paper on 

the Future of European Defence24". This Reflection Paper laid down the need to move 

forward in four dimensions: cooperation between states, harmonisation of strategic 

cultures, assumption of greater European responsibility in the framework of the 

transatlantic relationship, and increasing the volume and effectiveness of defence 

spending at the EU level.  

With a view to 2025, three possible (not necessarily mutually exclusive) scenarios were 

set out for the way forward: security and defence cooperation; shared security and 

defence; or common defence and security. With one month to go before 2025, it can be 

clearly stated that we have remained in the first scenario, the least ambitious (but on the 

other hand the most foreseeable given the reluctance of the Member States to open up 

this issue, that is, to cede sovereignty to Brussels in defence matters).  

In any case, small advances have been made. At the Council level, initiatives such as 

Permanent Structured Cooperation25 (PESCO), which seeks to promote cooperation 

between Member States in the development of military capabilities, and the creation of 

the European Peace Facility26 (EPF) to support CSDP operations, have been taking 

shape.  

                                                            
23 Available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/content/news/white_paper.html?locale=es  
24 Available at: https://commission.europa.eu/publications/reflection-paper-future-european-defence_es  
25 https://www.pesco.europa.eu/  
26 It is an instrument of the EU Council which aims to strengthen the EU's capacity to prevent conflicts, preserve 
peace and strengthen international stability and security https://www.consilium.europa.eu /en/policies/european-
peace-facility/  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/content/news/white_paper.html?locale=es
https://commission.europa.eu/publications/reflection-paper-future-european-defence_es
https://www.pesco.europa.eu/
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For its part, the Commission has made progress in funding (until then a taboo subject), 

in particular with the European Defence Fund27 (EDF), which supports research and 

development in military capabilities. Institutional structures such as the Directorate-

General for Defence Industry and Space28 (DG DEFIS) have been created, and relevant 

documents have been approved such as the European Defence Industrial Strategy29 

(EDIS), which seeks to strengthen the defence industrial and technological base at the 

European level with a view to having a strong and capable European defence industry. 

We can add other initiatives such as the programme to incentivise cooperation in defence 

procurement capabilities30 (EDIRPA), or the new Act in support of Ammunition 

Production31 (ASAP), which seeks to increase ammunition production capacity across 

Europe, both to support Member States to replenish stockpiles and to deliver ammunition 

to Ukraine.  

All these Commission initiatives are financed from the Union budget, albeit in amounts 

still insignificant in relation to the total defence spending of the Member States (in 2023 

the total defence budgets of the 27 reached €288 billion32, while the EDF has just over 

€1 billion per year on average; EDIRPA initially has €310 million; and ASAP has €500 

million allocated to it).  

The Commission has concentrated its efforts on the industrial and defence market 

component, an area in which it has powers, albeit with the aforementioned "limitations" 

stemming from the aforementioned Article 346 (TFEU), which allows Member States to 

avoid regulation and control by Brussels in the defence industry, on the basis of essential 

security interests, and which capitals have traditionally made extensive use of33.  

                                                            
27 https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/eu-defence-industry/european-defence-fund-edf-official-webpage 
-european-commission_en  
28 https://commission.europa.eu/about-european-commission/departments-and-executive-agencies/defence-
industry-and-space_en  
29 Approved in March 2024. Available at: https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/eu-defence-industry/edis-
our-common-defence-industrial-strategy_en  
30 https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/eu-defence-industry/edirpa-procuring-together-defence-
capabilities_en  
31 https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/eu-defence-industry/asap-boosting-defence-production_en  
32 https://www.robert-schuman.eu/questions-d-europe/767-rapport-draghi-un-guide-autant-strategique-que-
diplomatique-pour-l-europe  
33 https://www.defensa.gob.es/ceseden/-/reflexiones-sobre-la-defensa-europea-y-sus-identidades.-otan-y-ue-
¿competición-o-cooperación-  

https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/eu-defence-industry/european-defence-fund-edf-official-webpage%20-european-commission_en
https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/eu-defence-industry/european-defence-fund-edf-official-webpage%20-european-commission_en
https://commission.europa.eu/about-european-commission/departments-and-executive-agencies/defence-industry-and-space_en
https://commission.europa.eu/about-european-commission/departments-and-executive-agencies/defence-industry-and-space_en
https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/eu-defence-industry/edis-our-common-defence-industrial-strategy_en
https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/eu-defence-industry/edis-our-common-defence-industrial-strategy_en
https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/eu-defence-industry/edirpa-procuring-together-defence-capabilities_en
https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/eu-defence-industry/edirpa-procuring-together-defence-capabilities_en
https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/eu-defence-industry/asap-boosting-defence-production_en
https://www.robert-schuman.eu/questions-d-europe/767-rapport-draghi-un-guide-autant-strategique-que-diplomatique-pour-l-europe
https://www.robert-schuman.eu/questions-d-europe/767-rapport-draghi-un-guide-autant-strategique-que-diplomatique-pour-l-europe
https://www.defensa.gob.es/ceseden/-/reflexiones-sobre-la-defensa-europea-y-sus-identidades.-otan-y-ue-%C2%BFcompetici%C3%B3n-o-cooperaci%C3%B3n-
https://www.defensa.gob.es/ceseden/-/reflexiones-sobre-la-defensa-europea-y-sus-identidades.-otan-y-ue-%C2%BFcompetici%C3%B3n-o-cooperaci%C3%B3n-
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THE NEW DEFENCE COMMISSIONER. WHAT CAN HE REALLY DO? 

It is a fact that EU countries are increasing their defence spending, which, following the 

proposals contained in the aforementioned reports, could mean an opportunity to develop 

solid European military capability projects, to do so in cooperation, and even, if it suits 

those involved, to move towards the integration of European defence industries to give 

them a critical mass that makes them competitive as well as effective and efficient, thus 

strengthening the European defence industrial and technological base.  

However, the Member States are the owners of the defence capabilities and industries, 

and therefore the decision-makers, and as Paul Taylor34 reminds us, despite their 

commitments (in documents such as the Strategic Compass and the Versailles 

Declaration) to invest more and better in defence capabilities and reduce our strategic 

dependencies, the truth is that we are not sailing the course we have outlined in the 

charter. As is often the case in Brussels, there is a big gap between rhetoric (the 

declaratory) and reality. Indeed, obstacles such as the ongoing disputes between 

Atlanticists and pro-Europeans, industrial rivalries between Member States and their 

defence companies, mistrust that further EU defence integration does not really mean 

“buying more European” but becomes “buying more French” or “more German”, not to 

mention the tension between the Member States and the Commission over the latter's 

competences and its coordinating role in defence procurement.  

Although the playing field of competences may seem clear-cut, President von der Leyen 

is committed to maintaining this tension, and to creating for her second Commission term 

the aforementioned post of “Defence and Space Commissioner” in the new Commission 

(pending Parliament's approval).  

In the mission letter35 that the president sent to the new commissioner with the mandate 

and tasks of his new post, von der Leyen reminds him that the Member States will always 

be responsible for their armed forces (from doctrine to deployment). However, she 

believes that Europe can "support" in terms of investment, industry, procurement, 

                                                            
34 Taylor, Paul. Time for a new deal between the EU and NATO. European Policy Centre. Nov. 4–2024. Available at:  
https://www.epc.eu/en/Publications/-New-deal-EU-NATO~5ee304  
35 Mission Letter from Ursula von der Leyen, president of European Commission to Andrius Kublius, Commissioner-
designate for Defence and Space. Available at: https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/1f8ec030-
d018-41a2-9759-c694d4d56d6c_en?filename=Mission%20letter%20-%20KUBILIUS.pdf  

https://www.epc.eu/en/Publications/-New-deal-EU-NATO%7E5ee304
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/1f8ec030-d018-41a2-9759-c694d4d56d6c_en?filename=Mission%20letter%20-%20KUBILIUS.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/1f8ec030-d018-41a2-9759-c694d4d56d6c_en?filename=Mission%20letter%20-%20KUBILIUS.pdf
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research, and innovation, arguing that in defence matters Europe must spend more, 

better, and we must do it in Europe itself. A declaration of intent, a proposal to "support 

the Member States" in effectively and efficiently developing defence capabilities through 

a more European and more robust defence industry and market, but there is no doubt 

that the final decision to "allow themselves to be supported" rests with the Member States 

themselves.  

It also invites the new Commissioner to work closely with the new High Representative 

(HR), the former Prime Minister of Estonia, Kaja Kallas, under what she calls a true 

"European Defence Union".  

As a first notable milestone, and one that could mark the real content of the new 

Commissioner's portfolio, mention should be made of the task of presenting in the first 

100 days of his mandate a document to be called "White Paper on the Future of European 

Defence"36 (to be drawn up in collaboration with the HR), which should address a new 

approach to defence and identify investment needs in order to equip the EU with a full 

spectrum of capabilities based on joint investments, enabling the EU and the Member 

States to be able to deal with the most extreme military contingencies37.  

Although the mandate is rather generic (albeit with a certain declaratory tone and some 

ambiguity), the real role of the new Commissioner should essentially be geared towards 

identifying instruments and mechanisms, in particular financial ones, to stimulate greater 

cooperation and integration in industry, technology and the defence market. Focus more 

on the "how" and somewhat less on the "what". Indeed, Commissioner Kubilius himself, 

in his hearing before the Parliament38 on 6 November, already stressed that the 

capabilities to be obtained should be defined and identified primarily in the Alliance. 

The reports on which President von der Leyen relies  

This mandate, like those of other new Commissioners, is based on a series of reports 

that President von der Leyen requested from renowned authorities, Letta, Draghi and 

Niinistö, in order to design her government programme. Those presented by the former 

                                                            
36 To be drawn up jointly with the new High Representative 
37 It is still somewhat pretentious to declare that military capabilities must be developed at EU level to deal with 
"extreme military contingencies" when there are no "real" competences in military and defence matters.  
38 Available at: https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/tag/13310/hearing  

https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/tag/13310/hearing
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prime ministers of Italy and Finland, Mario Draghi and Sauli Niinistö, stand out for their 

analysis and specific proposals on defence issues.  

In the case of the "Draghi Report"39, presented on 9 September and focusing on 

competitiveness, it devotes its seventh chapter "to defence". It analyses the fragmented 

situation of the European defence industry structure, characterised by national 

companies operating in relatively small domestic markets, producing low volumes. It 

notes that companies from larger countries tend to be present in all domains (land, naval, 

air, space, etc.), which often leads to overlaps and duplication at the European level. 

Added to this is the lack of coordination and standardisation within the EU; the very limited 

investment in defence research, development and innovation; the high degree of 

dependence on international solutions (mainly from the US40); and a historically weak and 

fragmented governance of defence industrial policy at the European level, in a scenario 

where the Member States neither have the political will, nor have they created the 

necessary mechanisms to pool resources and jointly finance and acquire capabilities. The 

reality is that countries have made almost abusive use of Article 346.  

Dragui stresses that in order to be efficient and truly capable in defence, it is necessary 

to solve the problem of fragmentation. For this purpose, he proposes increasing the 

demand for defence resources within the EU, between groups of Member States (which 

would also facilitate standardisation), developing an industrial defence policy that 

facilitates cooperation and the integration of small and medium-sized companies, and 

providing funding to develop industrial defence capabilities. He even points to the 

possibility of institutional innovation without changing the Treaty41. In short, buy 

European, more cooperation and integration and, above all, funding from the Union. In 

any case, a good analysis which should be of great use to the new Commissioner. 

For its part, the "Niinistö Report”, presented on 30 October, in a similar vein, advocates 

streamlining the defence market and industry at the European level, and proposes ideas 

                                                            
39 Available at:  https://commission.europa.eu/topics/strengthening-european-competitiveness/eu-
competitiveness-looking-ahead_en    
40 In his report, Draghi notes that in one year (June 2022 to June 2023), EU countries invested (spent) 
approximately €75 billion on military capabilities, of which almost €50 billion was purchased in the US. 
41 Castilla, Juan Carlos. El folk europeo y la inversión en industria de defensa: criterios de convergencia. IEEE, 
Analysis Document 57/2024 of 25 Sept 2024. Available at:   https://www.defensa.gob.es/ceseden/-/el-folk-
europeo-y-la-inversi%C3%B3n-en-industria-de-defensa-criterios-de-convergencia  

https://commission.europa.eu/topics/strengthening-european-competitiveness/eu-competitiveness-looking-ahead_en
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/strengthening-european-competitiveness/eu-competitiveness-looking-ahead_en
https://www.defensa.gob.es/ceseden/-/el-folk-europeo-y-la-inversi%C3%B3n-en-industria-de-defensa-criterios-de-convergencia
https://www.defensa.gob.es/ceseden/-/el-folk-europeo-y-la-inversi%C3%B3n-en-industria-de-defensa-criterios-de-convergencia
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to be included in the aforementioned “White Paper on the future of European Defence”, 

including: identifying the most immediate needs of the Member States, urgently 

developing a set of major defence projects of common interest, promoting concrete 

funding options, and cooperating with NATO.  

Both reports contain proposals that are very reasonable, albeit not easy to implement, as 

they have to be accepted and taken on board by the Member States, and some of them 

affect sensitive issues such as "national defence industries", considered strategic assets 

by many of them (especially the "big ones"). 

As for the identification of the most urgent capabilities, which should give rise to the major 

programmes, it seems that this task is clearly outside the competences of the 

Commission, and therefore of the new Commissioner, and it should be the Member 

States, possibly through the European Defence Agency (EDA), and in perfect harmony 

with NATO, who should take the lead in this proposal. Bearing in mind that NATO 

performs deterrence and defence tasks, while the EU does not (at least for now, since it 

is limited to crisis management), it seems reasonable and pertinent, as well as effective 

and efficient, that with 23 of the 27 Member States simultaneously allied, NATO and its 

Defence Planning Process (NDPP) should lead this process42.  

The financial component associated with these potential joint projects at European level 

is key to incentivising the participation of the Member States. At present, the sources of 

funding that could facilitate progress on these proposals are far from clear, and some 

ideas that have been put forward, such as "defence bonds", do not seem to have a 

minimum of consensus to be implemented43. The new Commissioner has work here. 

The role of the new Defence Commissioner.   

As Félix Arteaga44 reminds us, in recent years there have been small advances, but no 

really significant progress, highlighting that in order to bring "defence" to the heart of 

European policies, the Member States would have to redefine their concept of 

                                                            
42 The NATO process (NDPP - NATO Defence Planning Process) should lead the process of identifying the necessary 
capabilities (which, although European, will essentially be used in the NATO framework, in deterrence and 
defence), although taking into account the EU process, in the CDP (Capability Development Plan). 
43 Why EU leaders reached a stalemate on joint defence bonds? Financial Times, March, 22nd 2024. Available at: 
https://www.ft.com/content/b73b8100-075b-471b-b2f8-f0d5d86c2196  
44 Arteaga, Felix. "Europe at war and European defence: the same as ever?” Real Instituto Elcano, ARI 117/2024. 
https://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/analisis/europa-en-guerra-y-la-defensa-europea-como-siempre/  

https://www.ft.com/content/b73b8100-075b-471b-b2f8-f0d5d86c2196
https://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/analisis/europa-en-guerra-y-la-defensa-europea-como-siempre/
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sovereignty, and weigh up which concepts they are willing to cede in favour of Europe 

(including industrial). The new geopolitical scenario, in particular the situation in Eastern 

Europe, could be a major catalyst to make more decisive progress towards cooperation 

and integration at the EU defence industry and market level, which would essentially 

strengthen Europeans' collective defence capabilities, and avoid being stuck at the small 

achievements that have been made so far.  

Despite the grandiose name of the new position, the Defence Commissioner will actually 

only have responsibilities, and limited ones as we have pointed out, in the field of the 

defence industry and market, and not in areas such as defence policy, security and 

defence structures of the Union, or competences at institutional level.  

Factors such as the national interests of the Member States in their own defence 

industries, the limited confidence in integration and cooperation proposals (which could 

turn into zero-sum games with winners and losers), and the tensions between the 

Commission and the Council over the role of the former in defence matters (which the 

Member States consider to be their exclusive sovereignty), make it advisable for the new 

Commissioner to be cautious, to have a capacity for dialogue, patience and a constructive 

spirit.  

His main role should focus on the defence industry and market, and to try to play a 

facilitator role. He should look at how to encourage cooperation between Member States, 

how to stimulate opportunities for the integration of defence companies (with the support 

of those involved), and above all how to develop and promote funding initiatives that make 

these objectives attractive and allow them to materialise.  

The identification of which capabilities should be developed is a matter for the Member 

States and not for the Commissioner or the defence industry itself. Work should be done 

on those that are necessary to strengthen the European pillar of collective defence (within 

the NATO framework), avoiding prioritising industry criteria and preferences in the 

equation. The aim is to create an industrial base that can develop world-class, 

technologically advanced capabilities, so that Member States are not tempted to buy them 

from external markets, as is currently the case.  

As a result of the outcome of the US elections on 5 November, it is foreseeable that we 

will find a new US Administration that is more aggressive in calling for a greater European 
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commitment to defence, with more and better capabilities, but which will also try to 

maintain a leading role for US defence companies, as is currently the case and as the 

Dragui report itself points out. Managing this situation is the task of the new 

Commissioner, who will have to be supported by the Member States themselves, and it 

is not likely to be easy. 

Stephen Walt, in a recent paper45 published in Foreign Policy, highlights Europe's 

difficulty in organising its own defence, identifying several obstacles. These include the 

need to convince public opinion, and to cooperate in standardising armaments and 

developing a common defence strategy and plans rather than investing in their own 

defence industries. From a more political perspective, he points to US ambivalence about 

encouraging Europe to stand on its own two feet, where Washington has traditionally 

advocated European partners that are militarily strong, “but not too strong”, and politically 

united, “but not too united”, thus maximising US leverage over a coalition of strong but 

subordinate partners.    

In essence, his government programme should essentially address how to "support" the 

Member States in implementing the commitments made in the Versailles Declaration to 

strengthen defence capabilities in Europe; in particular, to intensify cooperation through 

joint projects, to stimulate innovation, and to strengthen and develop the defence industry. 

Commitments to increase defence spending and invest in the capabilities identified as 

necessary lie with the Member States.  

The new Commissioner must not forget that the defence industry, with all the limitations 

stemming from Article 346, is still a tool for developing and obtaining military capabilities, 

and his task is to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of this tool at the European 

level, and in this way strengthen the contributions that the Member States collectively (not 

jointly, at least for now) make to European defence.  

This task, enormously complicated given the interests of the parties, was already started 

by Thierry Breton, Commissioner for Internal Market and Industry of the first von der 

Leyen Commission, who created DEFIS and promoted the mechanisms and tools 

mentioned above.  

                                                            
45 Walt, Stephen. Why Europe Can't Get Its Military Act Together. Foreign Policy, February 21st, 2024. Available at: 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2024/02/21/europe-military-trump-nato-eu-autonomy/  

https://foreignpolicy.com/2024/02/21/europe-military-trump-nato-eu-autonomy/
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The path has been mapped out; it is a matter of continuing to advance and improve the 

work of Breton, in a scenario that is also affected by new factors that could favour this 

development. On the one hand, the Commissioner, as well as the High Representative, 

belong to Baltic countries, traditionally more Atlantists, which can favour relations with 

NATO (which is mostly ourselves, 23 of the 27), and the prioritisation of projects linked to 

NATO's capability development plans46 (we reiterate that the EU only does crisis 

management, so it makes little sense to define high-intensity European capabilities 

without taking the Alliance into account). On the other hand, belonging to a small country 

like Lithuania frees the Commissioner from the suspicion of favouring possible industrial 

interests in defence of his home country.  

A grandiose title, important but limited tasks, and above all a very complicated playing 

field due to conflicting interests of the parties, lead to a certain perception that the new 

portfolio of Commissioner for Defence and Space is rather secondary, has a certain 

declaratory bias, and may even be somewhat empty of real content, not without risk and 

real possibilities of failure (in fact it is only a part of the old portfolio of Industry and Internal 

Market, from which a new one dedicated exclusively to Defence and Space is created).  

In this scenario, it is not surprising that large countries such as France and Poland have 

been able to decline their preferences for the post47, despite von der Leyen's attempts to 

give visibility and prominence to defence. However, not being among the most relevant 

portfolios of the new Commission, it takes some of the focus away from the new 

Commissioner, which should allow him to work with a little less pressure.  

Seeking tangible results, and in line with his actual competences, the new Commissioner 

should approach the White Paper as a discussion paper focusing on the defence industry, 

on promoting research, development and innovation; on strengthening the market and 

stimulating the integration of defence companies at the European level, and above all on 

finding instruments and solutions to address project funding.  

 

 

                                                            
46 Detailed in the NATO Defence Planning Process (NDPP). 
47 https://www.politico.eu/article/new-eu-defense-commissioner-all-in-on-supporting-ukraine/  

https://www.politico.eu/article/new-eu-defense-commissioner-all-in-on-supporting-ukraine/
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IN CONCLUSION 

The creation of the post of Defence (and Space) Commissioner in the new Commission 

is a somewhat controversial move by President Von der Leyen, which is more declaratory 

than executive in nature, given the Commission's lack of competence and authority in 

general defence matters, and its "limited character" in the specifics of the defence industry 

and the defence market.   

However, this initiative should be framed as an attempt to give visibility to the problem of 

the scarce and insufficient military capabilities of EU countries, and to the inefficiencies 

and ineffectiveness of a highly fragmented defence industry and market from a European 

perspective (where national-sized companies are the main players, usually focused on 

strategic interests of their respective countries).    

Commissioner Kubilius has an important and difficult task in designing the "how" of 

strengthening the defence industry and the defence market at the European level, 

establishing mechanisms and instruments to foster cooperation and integration among 

the 27 and, above all, seeking funding formulas to make this possible.  

The current increasingly tense geopolitical scenario favours, and one could say demands, 

the development of this European dimension of the defence industry and market, with the 

idea of improving capabilities that will enable deterrence and defence tasks to be taken 

on at the European level in a more solid and effective way. This would strengthen NATO's 

European dimension, thus addressing territorial defence in a collective, not common, 

manner, which will be strengthened if European Allies contribute in a more integrated 

way.  

The urgency to strengthen Europe's capacity to defend itself is greater than ever, and we 

must not forget that the decision to do so is once again in the hands of the Member States, 

not the Commission, which is only a facilitator. Sven Biscop48 reminds us that if we want 

to make progress in European defence, it is the Member States that have to take the lead. 

The new Defence Commissioner has the role of facilitator; he should try to "support" 

countries, if they so decide, by stimulating and promoting actions to consolidate and 

                                                            
48 Biscop, Sven. European defence: no "Zeitenwende” yet. Política Exterior, 1 March 2023. Available at: 
https://www.politicaexterior.com/articulo/defensa-europea-aun-sin-zeitenwende/  

https://www.politicaexterior.com/articulo/defensa-europea-aun-sin-zeitenwende/
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strengthen a European dimension of the defence industry and market, which is a 

necessary condition for Europe's ability to defend itself. 

Although Trump’s victory on 5 November promises uncertainties on defence issues in 

NATO and Europe, it could also be an opportunity, the impetus we need to finally wake 

up from the dream of a Europe without war, and get to work on defence49. If in his first 

presidency Trump held up a mirror to our lack of commitment in defence, and reminded 

us of what Bzrezinski told us 25 years ago, in a crude but realistic analysis of Europe's 

geopolitical reality, this time he could be the catalyst that stimulates us to develop a 

capable European defence industry and market, allowing us to stop being vassals and 

start acting as responsible and "mature" allies. Working with the new US administration 

will not be easy, with more commitment from European allies, more spending, and more 

capabilities, with predictable pressures to "keep buying American".  

Answering to the question in the title of this document, the new Defence Commissioner 

is a bet on the future, but it is really still more of the same, building on and continuing 

along the path already mapped out by Breton, increasingly involving the Member States, 

and creating new instruments and consolidating progress to build a solid defence market 

and industry at the European level.  

 

 Abel Romero Junquera* 
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49 Benedicto, Miguel Angel. Trump bueno para Europa. The Objective, 27 October 2024. Available at: 
https://theobjective.com/elsubjetivo/opinion/2024-10-27/trump-bueno-para-europa/  

https://theobjective.com/elsubjetivo/opinion/2024-10-27/trump-bueno-para-europa/
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