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Thank you Mr. Collins (Michael, IIEA Director General) 

Thank you Miss Donoghue (Jill, Director of Research) 

And good morning everyone.  

As you may know, my virtual participation today happens in lieu of a physical presence in 

Ireland, which was scheduled for this period but was unfortunately postponed due to 

COVID restrictions. I hope I will be able to come to Dublin as soon as possible, when the 

conditions will allow. 

In the meantime, I gladly welcomed the opportunity to interact with such a distinguished 

audience on a paramount subject like: "The challenges to EU Defence". 

But first of all, allow me to quickly explain my role within the EU institutions. 

Since 2018, I am the Chairman and spokesperson of the European Union Military 

Committee, which is composed of the 27 EU Chiefs of Defence who convene personally, 

or through Military Representatives, to bring the end-user perspective and the military 

voice in all relevant EU decision-making processes and fora.  

Inter alia, the MC directs all military activities within the EU framework, in particular the 

planning and execution of EU military missions and operations, and – as Chairman - I am 

also the primary point of contact of their Commanders.  

Additionally, we give military advice to the Political and Security Committee (PSC) and 

make recommendations on military matters defining the requirements for all EU military 

needs and capabilities, in accordance with the agreed LoA, providing a unique expertise. 

All this, of course, puts me in the best position to properly support the HR/VP, Mr 

Borrell, as his Advisor for all Defence and Security matters.  

As said, I am really looking forward to interact with a competent forum from a very 

important EU Member State, which has always been on our side, with full solidarity, 

since 1973, the year of its accession to EU. 



Let me start by saying that, in the specific domain of Security and Defence, Irish 

traditional neutrality has not prevented Ireland from taking up its responsibilities as part of 

UN and EU-led missions aimed at peacekeeping and preventing humanitarian disasters, 

like in Mali, Bosnia & Herzegovina or Chad.  

Without forgetting Lebanon, of course! I keep vivid memories of the highly trained Irish 

soldiers deployed in UNIFIL, during my 3 years there, as Force Commander and Head of 

a UN Mission deployed under EU best auspices. 

Equally relevant has been the contribution that the Irish Navy has provided to Operation 

SOPHIA, saving hundreds of lives in the Mediterranean waters. 

In this regard, I believe that a continuity of engagement by Dublin in the new Operation 

IRINI, for the arms embargo in Libya, would send a very powerful message of 

commitment and burden sharing for security, to all EU MS. 

Last, but not least, we must also recognize the efforts made by Ireland in several EU-led 

civilian missions. 

In sum, a really great commitment for which we are truly grateful, and for which I must 

thank also the Chief of Defence, Admiral Mellett, who - I believe - is also attending this 

event remotely: "Hi Mark, I am looking forward to meeting you again at our CHODs 

meeting early November, virtually, and in person, as soon as feasible." 

The Irish commitment, in my opinion, proves two fundamental points: 

Firstly, that Dublin has embraced the EU project for an effective and credible EU 

Defence, showing solidarity whenever needed and possible. 

And secondly, that Ireland has fully acknowledged the concept of the "Butterfly Effect": 

no matter how geographically far, which is indeed the case of Ireland, the effects of a 

crisis will eventually reverberate on you, possibly amplified. And this is even more valid 

for the "modern" threats, like cyber, hybrid and disinformation, which know no 

boundaries or distances. 

2020 has been a really tough year, maybe one of the toughest since the end of WW II.  

In addition to the continuous malign activities by failed and rogue states and non-state 

entities, hybrid and cyberattacks or disinformation, we have seen the surge of new 

menaces, like the ones related to health or even energy, the latter being a decisive element 

that will characterize the security scenario in the next ten years, or more. 



Moreover, the on-going crises in Libya, in the East Mediterranean Sea, in Belarus, in 

Armenia or in Azerbaijan tell us how complicated and intertwined is the security scenario 

around us, also in our very close neighbourhood.  

And on top of this, the coronavirus outbreak has further amplified the instability, with 

medium to long-term effects, yet to be fully measured or understood. 

As easily understandable, we are talking about a scenario that cannot be successfully 

tackled by individual Member States acting on their own, but requires an urgent, 

integrated approach by all main stakeholders and by Europe in particular. 

In this regard, as highlighted in the Global Strategy of 2016, the EU has undertaken an 

ambitious journey: to become a reliable Security Provider and Partner at global scale, 

being the only organization that can count on a complete set of tools at its disposal: the 

economic, the political the diplomatic and yes, also the military one.  

In fact, we had known this for a while: no crisis can be solved with pure military actions, 

but no crisis can be solved without military means.  

As expressed also by the EU political leadership, as Europeans we must learn how to use 

the language of power, soft and also hard power, with the necessary capabilities, in a more 

transversal and integrated approach, achieving – also in the military domain – more 

Strategic Autonomy for our foreign policy. 

This immediately translates in sustained efforts for CSDP military activities.  

As you know, the EU is currently engaged in three continents (Europe, Africa and Asia), 

with 3 executive operations (IRINI, ATALANTA and ALTHEA) and 3 non-executive 

missions (in Mali, Central African Republic and Somalia), supporting the Common 

Foreign and Security Policy of the Union, addressing the root causes of international 

instability.  

To note, one common element of these activities is the Capacity Building component, a 

peculiar domain in which the EU - in addition to its other traditional military engagements 

- has found an autonomous space, thanks to its complete basket of tools, playing an 

effective role in helping countries in need, to walk on their legs again. 

Of course, this is apparently even more valid for the non-executive activities, which 

provide training to armed forces and advice to the military leadership. 



For your information, we are currently in the process of reviewing our training missions, 

making them more robust, from training to mentoring and accompanying. This would 

reinforce the perception of more influent EU in the eyes of partners, Members States, the 

International Community and, why not, our adversaries and strategic competitors.  

But beside our missions and operations, in today's unfortunate circumstances, 

characterized by the spread of the virus, the military tool has proven to be also 

indispensable in supporting civilian authorities to contain the pandemic, thanks to its 

unique capacity to intervene where others cannot, bringing the necessary deterrence to 

establish the security conditions, allowing others to perform their duties.  

That said, the last few months have brought the opportunity to reflect on our capacity to 

act in exceptional crisis situations.  

While we can consider ourselves pretty satisfied with what we have achieved, I am 

convinced that there are ample margins for improvements. 

For instance, I look at the role of the EU military chain of command as coordinator of 

efforts by different stakeholders, or in cooperation with NATO (an area where we have to 

invest a lot), supporting civil organizations for managing the pandemic. 

In fact, with more efficient and already-in-place mechanisms - possibly rehearsed - we 

could provide more assets for evacuation, medical aid, or better vital support to the host 

country of our CSDP activities with extra advice and equipment. 

But in these difficult circumstances we could have done more also by further contributing 

to the already ongoing missions and operations, supporting them with adequate resources. 

All in all, being blunt, in a future scenario that has all the potential to be less secured than 

today, we shall aim to be militarily even better prepared and equipped to be able to tackle 

crises more swiftly and efficiently. 

I am thinking, first of all, on the need to revise our own Command and Control tool, the 

so called Military Planning and Conduct Capability, currently limited in its functions, but 

in the future able to fully coordinate missions and operations alike, of increasing 

magnitude, through a permanent, fully equipped EU HQ in Brussels. 

This will contribute to build resilience in the military dimension, in line with similar EU 

efforts in social and economic, geopolitical, green and digital fields. 



But in order to be entirely effective on the ground, we will also need to work together 

towards more interoperable and fully capable armed forces. And this requires 

investments, of course. 

Unfortunately - and I am not telling you anything you don't know already – the current 

crisis is presenting us with the symptoms of a recession, in which defence budgets may 

pay a price we cannot afford. 

In fact, while we must realize that security is the fundamental framework for our societies 

to grow, we cannot let those budgets be infected by the virus. 

In this regard, a solution for facing scarcity of resources that may limit our choices can be 

pragmatically found by MS by taking full advantage of the new EU defence initiatives.  

I am talking about innovative mechanisms we have specifically designed to identify and 

support the EU Defence with the necessary tools to deliver credibly, while supporting MS 

in pooling available resources for common needs, spending together to spend better. 

First of all, we defined the Headline Goals (of which my Committee is responsible), 

basically the translation of the political level of ambition into military requirements.  

Then, in order to get a clear and current picture on Member States defence plans, 

spending and related programmes, we designed the Coordinated Annual Review on 

Defence (CARD).  

One of the first results from this process, unfortunately, is the evidence that MS still place 

EU defence planning last, after National and NATO requirements, till today. 

Anyway, in order to be proactive and facilitate MS acquiring the needed capabilities, we 

launched the Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO), definitely a flagship initiative 

for a collaborative and cooperative approach by MS, supporting the development and 

procurement of defence capabilities, but also making those capabilities easily available for 

EU military missions and operations.  

PESCO is currently undergoing its first Strategic Review. While it is indeed a 

relatively young instrument, it probably lacks - sometime - a clear understanding by 

MS for its full potential. 

Therefore, we need now to regain the momentum, enhancing the direct linkage between 

PESCO and the CSDP operational dimension, making tangible progresses towards a 

coherent spectrum force package to strengthen our ability to act. 



As a novelty, the EU is now looking at possible incentives that will help the participating 

States to better fulfil the commitments, also by providing PESCO more visibility at the 

political level.  

But, since - as said - the EU is the only organization that can count on financial means to 

sustain its projects, we also launched the most crucial, truly unique initiative, the 

European Defence Fund (EDF), a dedicated budget for research, innovation, development 

of prototypes and acquisition of defence equipment.  

At this stage, EDF funds need to be swiftly and properly used. 

In fact, although the final budget has eventually dropped from the initial 13 to 7 billion, 

we can still rely on an acceptable amount of funds, calling for a strong engagement by EU 

institutions and MS, in order to define the ways to employ them at best. 

Moreover, we must absolutely avoid the risk of missing a key opportunity to support the 

whole EU defence project, including providing a benefit to the European defence 

industrial base, with its Small and Medium Enterprises, and so reducing the EU 

dependency from external suppliers. 

And the combination of all the efforts I have listed so far, towards EU defence initiatives 

and for military missions and operations, will be instrumental to bring the ambitious 

objective of EU Strategic Autonomy to reality, which does not mean being autonomous 

from someone but autonomous to do something, alone when necessary, or in better 

cooperation with our Partners, primarily with NATO, when possible. 

We are living in an epochal moment, and the next few months will be crucial for the EU 

Defence, which, in my opinion, may be well on track to gain the full status of credible, 

global security provider, based on two considerations: 

Firstly, because it's the only organization owning a well-recognised, complete set of tools 

(politic, diplomatic, military and economic), for a true integrated approach to crisis 

management.  

Secondly, because the results achieved so far have been widely acknowledged by the 

international community, which is demanding even more EU engagement. 

We have an opportunity, here, and the EU cannot fail, as there are no realistic available 

alternatives to Europe. If a risk for failure is spotted, we must act immediately and 

decisively, for the sake of credibility of the EU foreign policy.  



What we need, then, is the choral response of commitment by MS, in several areas.   

First, we must provide our CSDP operations and missions, which often run in much 

contested areas, maybe the most dangerous areas in the world, the necessary personnel, 

assets and capabilities. 

Then, of course, we must maintain our pledges to the EU budget and initiatives, like 

PESCO and EDF, but also on others, equally relevant. 

I am thinking, first of all, at Military Mobility, a flagship in EU-NATO cooperation, a 

very essential network including railways, roads and inland waterways suitable for 

military use also, with a length of over 160 thousand kilometres. Unfortunately, at the 

moment, also this project is suffering a severe cut, from 6,5 to 1,5 billion euros. 

Additionally, we need to strengthen our capacity of action outside Europe: the European 

Peace Facility initiative recently financed with 5 billion euro (here too, less than the 8 

initially proposed), will increase the effectiveness of CSDP missions and operations, and 

assist the building of capacities of partner countries’ armed forces to address security 

challenges.  

At the same time, we must keep on investing on our global partnerships, starting from the 

relationship with the UN. 

But of course with NATO, for strategic activities like exercises and the mentioned 

military mobility, but moreover continuing the alignment between our defence planning 

processes, since what is good for EU is also good for NATO, in accordance with the 

principle of the "single set of forces", and that a stronger EU makes NATO stronger. 

Therefore, no duplication or disengagement from NATO, but renewed vows. 

Last but not least, we shall continue to invest energies with all our partners across the 

globe, Asia in particular, as we share with them many areas of concerns, about which we 

are running extensive dialogue for further cooperation. 

Only by engaging in all the mentioned activities, we will be able to build-up an EU 

Strategic Culture of Defence, a single way of looking at the world, by defining common 

threats and challenges, and the ways to address them together. 

But Strategic Culture also as the institutional confidence and processes to make use of 

military forces as a legitimate policy instrument.  



All the above considerations will converge into the elaboration of our next cornerstone 

document, the Strategic Compass, a document that will provide policy orientation ad 

priorities, explaining which security and defence responsibilities the EU wants to 

embrace, with CSDP activities and other policies, for which purposes, through which 

operations. 

Work on the SC has already initiated, with the drafting of a shared analysis of threats, 

expected in few weeks from now.  

And I conclude. 

2020 will be remembered as a crucial year for EU. 

With traditional and new crises, the pandemic, the EU answers to them with the Recovery 

Fund, the new defence initiative that will have to decisively take off, with the USA and 

the Russian redesigning their deployments, the BREXIT, the role that China and other 

actors are seeking in this scenario…  

EU has to learn how to speak with a single voice, have the strength and the commitment 

to be ambitious but also to find common answers to common challenges, because in this 

moment, the crises and the magnitude of related problems, from the pandemic to the 

international emergencies, demand for the EU to be even more protagonist. 

And MS have to be the first to understand the urgency for a common answer. 

In such a historical moment, cutting funds for security and defence, or not properly 

supporting the EU initiatives, will provide the opposite perception, with serious 

repercussions in the near term.  

Thank you very much, and I am ready for your comments or questions, if any. 


