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Dear SERGE (Major General Serge VASSART, Belgian Permanent 

MilRep to the NATO and EU Military Committees, Aide-de-Camp to the 

King and panel moderator), 

Dear JAN (Maj Gen Jan Kazimierz TOFT, NATO IMS, Dir Cooperation 

& Security1) 

Dear all, good morning. 

I am very happy to be here today in my capacity as Chairman of the EU 

Military Committee and Military Adviser to the High Representative.  

This is a great opportunity to talk about European security and defence, 

more specifically in the context of transatlantic relations. 

First of all, congratulations to you on your selection to attend the CSDP 

High Level Course. And a note for the officers from my Cabinet: Col 

FERNANDEZ, Col METODIEV and Cdr  BORDONANDO 

A very diversified class, i can see, with attendance from several nations, 

organizations and missions. Please, take this as a unique opportunity to 

interact with each other at the maximum extent…  

                                                           
1
 On behalf of Gen Peach, NATO CMC. 
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It is indeed a great moment to attend this course, considering all that is 

going on with Europe and security, in the wake of the recently adopted 

EU Global Strategy and its implementation, of which – I am sure – you 

have heard in your job or during this course. 

The Global Strategy is important because it represents the cornerstone 

document that summarizes the strong will, the commitment and the 

capacity of the union to act as a credible security provider, world-wide. 

But this attitude, by few, has been perceived as a possible competition 

with NATO or other entities, or disengagement from NATO, at least in 

some areas of interest. 

In the next few minutes, I would try to demonstrate that this is not the 

case. 

Even more, I will show you that the implementation of the Global 

Strategy is – in fact – leading to a stronger cooperation with NATO, also 

when we talk about strategic autonomy. You must have heard of 

strategic autonomy. 

If we speak of autonomy – from a security point of view – you may 

think that the EU wants to be a self-sustained, totally independent actor 

in the security scenario. 

But if you familiarize with the concept, you will embrace that Strategic 

Autonomy is not an option but a necessity, and fully coherent with the 

fundamental EU requirement for synergies. 

In very simple words, Strategic autonomy should be defined as: freedom 

for or freedom to, not freedom from. 

Strategic Autonomy is about responsibility. 
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Autonomy should be seen as the freedom to conduct missions and 

operations autonomously or, if needed, with partners wherever possible, 

such as NATO and un, as an alternate option.  

But if EU wants to be autonomous, it needs some sort of autonomy also 

in defence structures and policies. 

HOW? By developing its own capabilities in accordance with the agreed 

requirements. 

This is what the EU is currently doing, with initiatives like PESCO 

(Permanent Structured Cooperation), CARD (Coordinated Annual 

Review on Defence) and the EDF (European Defence Fund), on top of 

the existing EDIDP (European Defence Industry Development 

Programme) 

These initiatives – which I will discuss more in depth – although still at 

an early stage, demonstrate the willingness to develop an appropriate 

DEGREE of "freedom of action", in particular in technological and 

industrial terms. 

I used the term degree in purpose:  

Autonomy IS NOT a binary choice: it is not about having it or not.  

Instead, autonomy is achieved where needed, at different degrees, 

somewhere between fair dependency and full autonomy. 

And exactly because of its nature, we must invest in a crystal-clear 

narrative, able to fully explain that the objective is to reinforce the 

transatlantic link, forging a true complementarity between EU and 

NATO. Without excluding partners.  

But as said before, strategic autonomy also depends on the possession of 

the relevant capabilities.  



 

4 

Let me then recall some of the EU relevant initiatives, in this context.  

First of all, the mentioned PESCO. 

Basically a framework to create a more integrated cooperation among 

member states, by developing and acquiring defence capabilities. 

But PESCO is not only about capability development, regardless of the 

large number of ongoing collaborative projects, notably 34, to include 

the Eurodrone, the Tiger Helicopter and the Integrated Unmanned 

Ground System - to mention a few.  

PESCO, in fact, is also about making those capabilities easily available 

for EU military missions and operations.  

I've also mentioned the CARD process, a useful tool that consists in 

mapping defence spending and capability planning by member States, in 

order to highlight areas at risk of duplication or opportunities for 

cooperation. 

Finally, let me mention the European Defence Fund (EDF) and the 

European Defence Industry Development Programme (EDIDP), as 

complement to the previous tools.  

Both these initiatives can make cooperation more attractive, since they 

provide financial support to collaborative defence research and projects.  

We have high expectations for the outcome of initiatives, and we look 

forward to the delivery of concrete outputs. 

I must recall that the starting point for the process is the identification of 

the military requirements as well as prioritisation of any identified 

capability shortfalls, under the supervision of the Military Committee. 
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Let me also remind that these military capabilities will still belong to the 

member states, therefore available to contribute to a stronger Europe, to 

a stronger NATO, and to stronger transatlantic security.  

EU-NATO cooperation, then. 

It is worth reminding that 22 of the 28 EU Member States are NATO 

allies.  

And that the majority of EU and NATO nations adopt the "single set of 

forces" concept, which precludes the permanent commitment of 

different sets of forces to each organization but, instead, assign them on 

contingency basis. 

This creates a strong willingness to avoid duplication.  

Someone of you may also recall the concept of "separate but not 

separable forces", a Euro Pillar in NATO. 

The recent EU-NATO Joint Declarations have given new energy to this 

important cooperation, with a common set of proposals in 7 specific 

sectors (hybrid, cyber, operational cooperation, defence capabilities, 

industry and research, exercises, capacity building), for 74 concrete 

actions, 20 of them in the Hybrid domain
2
. 

Let me give you one example how EU and NATO are cooperating. 

In December 2017 the European Council invited the HR, the 

Commission and Member States to bring forward the initiatives on 

military mobility, both in the context of PESCO and EU-NATO 

cooperation.  

                                                           
2
 The European Centre of Excellence for Countering Hybrid Threats in Helsinki has made impressive progress 

with a growing membership, consensus approved work programme and a fully functioning budget. 
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WE have worked together, starting from the definition of military 

requirements, which are at the core of the contribution provided by the 

EU Military Committee. 

Military Mobility is an excellent example of complementarity and as 

such, I think it could provide inspiration for cooperation in other areas.  

The growing complexity of military capability planning and the 

implementation of CARD, PESCO and EDF have raised the NEED to 

better align the EU Planning Process (Headline Goal) with the NATO's 

Defence Planning Process (NDPP).  

As you can see from the slide, the EU put in place a new cyclic 4-year 

process, fully aligned with the NDPP, as of 2019, with starts with a 

political guidance, every four years, with the revision of the military 

requirements that are then compared with the national inventories, in 

order to highlight shortfalls. 

A cross check is run every two years in both EU and NATO processes.  

The first four year cycle of the Headline Process, which is a Council 

driven mechanism, will be completed in 2022.
3
 

So, is this cooperation in contradiction to the notion of Strategic 

Autonomy that is stemming from the Global Strategy? 

Again, my firm answer will be no.   

And the preamble of the Global Strategy makes it clear. 

I quote: "The EU Global Strategy nurtures the ambition of strategic 

autonomy for the European Union. This is necessary to promote the 

                                                           
3
 It should be highlighted that the four year cycle also foresees a smaller review to be conducted in every 

second year, limited to a revision of Member States contributions to the Force Catalogue and a subsequently 
revised Progress Catalogue. This is an effect of the alignment with NATO's NDPP, but also aligns the military 
capability planning process with the two year CARD process as the EUMCQ embraces also CARD related 
questions. 
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common interests of our citizens, as well as our principles and values. 

Yet we know that such priorities are best served when we are not alone. 

And they are best served in an international system based on rules and 

on multilateralism." 

Strengthening the European pillar is a clear strategic goal for NATO 

itself. And also a long-lasting demand by the United States. 

Let's compare EU and NATO Defence priorities: 

For the EU: 

 to protect the EU and its citizens  

 to respond to external conflicts and crisis; 

 to reinforce partnership; 

And for the alliance: 

 Collective Defence 

 Crisis Management 

 Cooperative Security 

The alignment is clear and it provides an opportunity for prioritization 

and coordination. 

In fact, according to the current security scenario, and to the potentiality 

of each organization, NATO could be foreseen as a stronger player in 

the field of collective defence, with the EU concentrating its main efforts 

on capacity building, maintaining that Strategic Autonomy as a 

guarantee for a possible independent action, if and where needed. 

In this context, the EU definitely owns (or in few areas aims to have) a 

complete, flexible toolbox for providing such a capacity. 
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I would like to take this opportunity to briefly introduce you also about 

the military engagement of the EU. 

The European Union has undertaken many overseas operations, using 

civilian and military instruments in several countries, in three continents 

(Europe, Africa and Asia), as part of its Common Security and Defence 

Policy (CSDP). 

In the slide we highlighted the activities that are peculiar to the military 

instrument. 

Speaking of cooperation, EU and NATO are currently working together 

in Operation Althea, in the Balkans. 

The objectives of the mission are: 

 To provide capacity-building and collective training 

to the Armed Forces of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

 To support BiH efforts to maintain the safe and 

secure environment in BiH 

 To provide support to the overall EU comprehensive 

strategy for BiH 

But I think that the EU has the potential for more and improved 

cooperation with NATO also in this field.  

It is a matter of operationalizing the cooperation in areas of common 

interest, like addressing the problems stemming from the South.  

An example is the existing cooperation and coordination between 

EUNAVFOR MED Operation Sophia and NATO’s Operation Sea 

Guardian in the Central Mediterranean at tactical and operational levels. 
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Speaking of the capability to do so, I would like to add that the EU has 

recently implemented another initiative, the Military Planning and 

Conduct Capability (MPCC) with the aim of enabling the Union to react 

in a faster, more efficient and effective manner as a security provider 

outside its borders.  

The MPCC, besides commanding the EU Training Missions (EUTM) in 

Mali, Somali and the Central African Republic, has also been given the 

additional responsibility to be ready also to plan and conduct ONE 

EXECUTIVE military operation of the size of an EU Battlegroup. 

I Conclude. 

It is now obvious how the EU defence initiatives will indeed contribute 

to reinforce NATO.  

What the EU is seeking is complementarity, rather than undermining or 

competing with the Alliance. 

This MUST BE clear for all.  

And I remind you that this is not a zero-sum game, where putting more 

resources to develop the security and defence dimension within the EU 

means to take them away from NATO.  

Instead, I will call this as a win-win situation for both Organisations.  

I truly believe that only by working closely together we can create a 

reliable partnership for unreliable times.  

Thank you very much for your attention and looking forward to your 

questions.   

 


