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Executive Summary
The past two years have been 
marked by crisis. The global pan-
demic has been transformational. 
Its challenge comes on the heels 
of broader geopolitical changes 
already afoot. Against this back-
drop, the European Union (EU) is 
now rethinking how best to bolster 
its position on the global stage. 
Even though the EU remains one 
of the world’s three largest econo-
mies and a center for global trade, 
research, and development, its 
international clout has waned. 

Even before COVID hit, Europeans 
had already started discussing 

“strategic autonomy,” a vision for Eu-
rope in the world that is to enable 
the continent to decide its own 
future without overly depending 
on others. French President Em-
manuel Macron, in his much-cited 
Sorbonne speech, invited a broader 
discussion on what all this could 
mean. The freedom to act should 
not merely be thought of in reactive 
and defensive terms. It could give 
the bloc the ability to engage and 
cooperate with its preferred actors. 

Academic research has shown 
that EU member states agree 
in principle to the notion of an 
interest-driven Union capable of 
defending its economic and political 
interest abroad11. But years later, 
the concept of strategic autonomy 
remains vaguely defined and lacks 
necessary public buy-in. Instead of 
defining its content and discussing 
constructive ideas and solutions, 
many European leaders have either 
focused on semantics and termi-
nology (‘European sovereignty’ vs. 

‘collective sovereignty’ vs. ‘strategic 
responsibility’ vs. ‘open strategic 
autonomy’),2 or have sought to 
silence the discussion tout court. 

With President Joe Biden in the 
White House, the debate is heating 
up again. But once again, the same 

voices are making their well-worn 
arguments. Less prominent, until 
now, has been the perspective of 
Central and Eastern Europe (CEE)3 

states.

This report explores ongoing 
debates about strategic autonomy 
transpiring in CEE across a number 
of fields, including defense, trade, 
and digital. It looks to ground EU 
foreign policy in a “stronger West,” 
as a response to intensifying con-
frontation between China and the 
United States. The report, which 
is a joint endeavor of the Atlantic 
Council and GLOBSEC, brings 
together contributions from nine 
distinguished practitioners, experts, 
and policymakers from the region.

Here are a few of the top-line take-
aways from this exercise.

First, Central and Eastern Europe 
is neither ignorant nor indifferent 
to geopolitics. The challenges 
faced by CEE largely map onto 
those faced by the broader EU, 
but in a microcosm. Or, looked 
at another way, many of the risks 
facing the entire EU are even more 
pronounced in the CEE context. 
CEE countries are both allies of the 
United States and members of the 
European Union, two geopolitical 
poles that constitute the region’s 
major points of reference. While 
it is understood that strategic 
autonomy’s success will depend on 
Europe securing a wide and diverse 
range of partnerships, its pursuit 
must at the same time not weaken 
the transatlantic bond. Any discus-
sions that call into question the 
role of NATO and the United States 
in the region make CEE countries 
apprehensive.

Second, CEE recognizes that 
the concept of strategic auton-
omy is evolving. It was originally 
conceived of, and primarily re-

mains, a security-related objective. 
Strategic autonomy, however, has 
increasingly gained an economic 
underpinning, a foundation that has, 
paradoxically, been deepened by 
pandemic-related challenges. And 
while calling for European econom-
ic autonomy must not be taken to 
autarkic extremes, adoption of a 
strategic approach could potentially 
increase Europe’s economic power, 
both by developing new produc-
tion and know-how capacities 
and, perhaps more importantly, by 
enhancing its role in the globalized 
economy so that it can render its 
trade and investment ties more 
predictable and enforceable. 

Third, CEE is taking a cautious 
approach towards defining the 
degree of strategic autonomy it 
envisions to be ideal and feasible 
without entirely opposing the 
concept. In short, CEE will not resist 
strategic autonomy at all costs. 
These countries are cognizant of 
the fact that Europe remains de-
pendent on outside powers in ways 
that are undesirable. But the devil 
lies in the details. It is generally 
agreed that decoupling should be 
measured, and above all eschew 
isolationism. Strategic autonomy, 
moreover, should not become syn-
onymous with applying double stan-
dards within the common market, 
nor should it be used as a tool to 
justify protectionism. For example, a 
Franco-German consensus on fos-
tering an environment conducive to 
the creation of “European Cham-
pions” big enough to be globally 
competitive has stirred suspicions 
about protectionism and distrust 
among Central Europeans.

Strategic autonomy is not an im-
possible lift, but before things get 
off the ground, some fundamental 
questions need to be answered. 
What is clear, at least for now, is 
that complete autonomy will make 
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Central Europeans nervous; if “full” 
become the goal, debate in Brus-
sels will be tense and progress slow.

Finally, CEE doesn’t buy into cen-
tral planning. Central and Eastern 
European countries recognize 
that innovation cannot be central-
ly planned or spurred merely be 
regulation. The region has learned 
from the past that slogans, five-year 
plans, and development directed 
from above are no way to catch up 
or lead the way. Europe needs to 
restore its old recipes of success. 
This includes an openness to ideas 
from abroad and a willingness to 
experiment with different concepts 
in different regions and learn from 
what works. 

The concept of strategic autono-
my has traditionally conveyed the 
impression that the bloc is curtailing 
its ambitions by focusing solely on 
security and, consequently, under-
scores a failure on the part of the 
EU to implement its global vision as 
a contemporary, postmodern, and 
transformative power. This need 
not be the case. It is understood in 
the region that, properly articulated, 
strategic autonomy holds tremen-
dous promise. But to be realized, 
the EU must first clarify the types of 
standards and capabilities it needs 
and its readiness to use them. 

As for Central and Eastern Europe-
an countries, they will need to do a 
better job at articulating their own 
positions, including on strategic 
autonomy, and converting them into 
policy. CEE is a vast and diverse 
region, and it is understandable that 
avoiding cacophony is a challeng-
ing task. Additionally, CEE diplomats 
and negotiators are less networked 
and less embedded in European 

formal and informal institutions than 
their Western counterparts. There 
is a certain void to be filled in terms 
of fostering shared constructive 
regional views and communicating 
them effectively. 

European Strategic autonomy of 
some sort seems unavoidable in 
the emerging world of the 21st 
century. The challenge is to shape 
it into something that has maximum 
positive impact on the region going 
forward. This report, we hope, is a 
good first step in that direction.

European Strategic 
autonomy of
some sort seems 
unavoidable in
the emerging world of 
the 21st
century. The challenge is 
to shape
it into something that 
has maximum
positive impact on the 
region going
forward.

* For this exercise, we identify “Central and Eastern European” countries as EU member states that acceded to the Union in 2004 or later and are 
former members of the Eastern Bloc: Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and 
Slovenia. The Visegrad Four (V4) states are the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia.
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Thinking Clearly  
on Strategic Autonomy
Elena Poptodorova, Amb. Ret, Vice President of the Atlantic Club of Bulgaria

Almost 65 years after the Treaty 
of Rome, the European Union (EU) 
managed to create a remarkable 
political environment where almost 
two thirds of its citizens are now 
used to viewing Europe as a region 
of peace and stability in an increas-
ingly restless and dangerous world. 
For the populations of Central and 
Eastern Europe (CEE), EU member-
ship was a dream come true. The 
accession of former communist 
countries to a political order de-
fined by freedom, democracy, and 
solidarity brought about incalcula-
ble positives, granting new mem-
bers equal status with the most 
advanced and developed countries 
(and economies) in the world.

The pursuit of a Europe whole and 
free has been a continuous work 
in progress.  Many years of growth, 
prosperity, and calm have, however, 
been interrupted rather abruptly. 
Having survived the global financial 

crisis of 2008, the 2015 migrant 
crisis, and having just gone through 
an extremely difficult divorce with 
the UK, the EU is now further being 
challenged by the devastating 
effects and implications of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In parallel, 
President Trump’s election in 2016 
put the transatlantic bond to an 
existential test, which raised in an 
unprecedented way the perennial 
issue of self-sustainable European 
defense and security. More (un)
predictable crises are likely to arise 
in the future, impacting other critical 
areas. More lurches towards disin-
tegration are not to be excluded.
The above events provoked a 
soul-searching reaction within the 
EU. The Union was already looking 
for a bigger role for itself on the 
international stage, aspiring to 
become a more geopolitical, global 
player. These ambitions surfaced 
European strategic autonomy 
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concept, first introduced in the 2016 
Global Strategy of the EU. It is a 
nice catchphrase, not unlike “Amer-
ica First” or “Made in China 2025.” 
But what does it mean in practice? 
The concept is too general and 
needs further clarification and 
precision. 

Getting it right demands the strong 
engagement of both governments 
and citizens. EU citizens, however, 
are growing increasingly alienated 
from, and frustrated with, EU institu-
tions. Perhaps worse still, collective 
foreign policy is showing itself to be 
weaker than the individual foreign 
policy preferences of member 
states. Bulgaria is but the most 
recent example, with its stubborn 
position on blocking the start of the 
accession process for the Republic 
of North Macedonia.

This is a daunting context within 
which “strategic autonomy” is 
expected to get traction. It is not an 
impossible lift, but before things get 
off the ground, some fundamental 
questions need to be answered. 
Autonomy: vis-à-vis whom? Autono-
my: complete or in specific sectors 
only? Which ones? Autonomy: 
when? 

The answers to these questions 
differ from country to country, and 
from region to region, sometimes 
dramatically so. Both CEE, and 
Southern and Eastern Europe (SEE) 
have important lessons to teach, 
given their geopolitical, securi-
ty, economic, and technological 
realities. Today, with over fifteen 
years as EU members, the countries 

from the region are no longer “new 
Europe”. They have “graduated” 
and have no excuse for lesser com-
pliance, engagement, or contribu-
tion. The worrisome tendency has 
been that CEE/SEE countries — as 
a whole but to a differing extent 
individually — tend to lag behind 
and slow down the overall fast-
er advancement of the Union in 
practically all critical areas: indus-
trial policies, energy policies, new 
technologies, digital, and research 
and development. Investments in 
the region have been well below 
average, and in some cases non-ex-
istent. As a result, the gap between 
Western and Eastern Europe has 
been growing wider.

The situation in the region has been 
further aggravated by an increas-
ingly aggressive Russia and an 
advancing China. Both competitors 
of the EU have sought to exploit 
the region, in part because of the 
vulnerabilities and weaknesses of 
the individual countries, but also 
because of insufficiently forceful 
engagement by Brussels. While 
the China challenge could be 
handled with the right regulations 
and enforcement, the Russia threat 
demands urgent action practically 
on all fronts. 

The Western Balkans are a region 
where Russia sees itself success-
fully fighting the West. Moscow 
has employed practically every 
possible tool and weapon — the 
control of gas supplies, trade bans, 
disinformation campaigns, cyber-at-
tacks, paramilitary groups covertly 
deployed for subversion — all 

used as part of a strategy to firmly 
establish itself as a driver of Eu-
ropean security affairs. For similar 
reasons, the Black Sea needs to be 
acknowledged as a top priority in 
the common defense and security 
policy of the EU. 

The challenge for Europe is that it 
is only too obvious that its east-
ern external border can only be 
properly secured by NATO in even 
the medium term. The EU is simply 
not up to becoming autonomous in 
providing security at this moment. 
The Libya operation of 2011 remains 
a painful reminder of some basic 
realities. It is no accident that Ger-
many has vocally and continuously 
insisted on the inviolability of the 
transatlantic bond. Anything else 
would mean that Germany and 
France would have to shoulder the 
common security burden, given 
the frailty of other member states. 
Europe has no adequate military 
capabilities, intelligence, command 
and control systems, high-precision 
weapons, or communications and 
logistical capabilities to secure its 
own perimeter, and will not likely 
be up to the task in the foreseeable 
future either. Permanent Structured 
Cooperation (PESCO) is important 
in its own niche and in a com-
plementary role, but it cannot be 
viewed as an alternative.

That does not mean that the status 
quo is sustainable either, though. 
Indeed, the conversation on EU’s 
strategic autonomy is complex and 
is only just beginning. There are 
several basic arguments we need 
to keep in mind:
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 ● We live in an era of interdepen-
dence and we cannot reverse 
or change that. Strategic 
Autonomy, therefore, should 
not be an illusionary search 
for European independence 
but rather an effort at strategic 
and sensible management of 
interdependence. 

 ● While the negative effects of 
globalization were not effec-
tively addressed by national 
governments, the EU has also 
failed to present itself as a 
solution to the objections to 
globalization. There is an uphill 
battle to be waged with public 
opinion in member states.

 ● Expectations management is 
also critical, especially when 
it comes to domestic divisions 
and populism in shaping the 
national dynamics. Far too of-
ten, the EU is either presented 
as the source of the prob-
lems or is sold to the national 
audience through its generous 
funding programs. While trust 
in the EU as an institution is 
markedly up according to the 
latest Eurobarometer polling 
data, the boost may not last 
if the recovery packages are 
seen as insufficient.

 ● Strategic autonomy might 
never happen if EU foreign, 
security, and defense policies 
remain intergovernmental in 
character.

The biggest problem for Strategic 
Autonomy is a lack of common 
assessment of risks and threats by 
member states. While the catch-
phrase is indeed “catchy” and 
a majority of European citizens 
may be superficially attracted to it, 
when probed in depth it provokes 
divergent reactions. Poles, Baltic 
countries, and Romanians are 
the leeriest if the concept implies 
decoupling from the United States 
and NATO. That said, overlaps in 
threat perceptions could be used 
to bring together subgroups of 
member states to address specific 
challenges of particular concern to 
them. Call it “coalitions of the will-
ing” within the EU. This may happen 
in areas beyond hard security, such 
as in the re-shoring of critical supply 
chains or in industrial policies. It 
is not to be excluded that a kind 

of “hybrid” autonomy would be a 
realistic outcome.

One might envision the task of 
crafting a workable strategic 
autonomy concept as something 
akin to creating an Excel table. The 
columns on the table would have 
headings such as “Autonomy in 
what?” (national policies, EU’s sec-
toral policies, and/or other policy 
areas); “Autonomy from whom?” (a 
country, a region, an industry, a mul-
tinational); “Internal EU compensa-
tion?” (Yes/No); “Time-span”. Filling 
out such a matrix, buttressed by 
opinion polling and other methods 
for public input, would be helpful 
for delineating a new strategic 
approach for Europe.

We should not rush things, however. 
A shared strategic culture needs to 
be patiently cultivated, especially 
given the kinds of divergences in 
perspective among member states 
that I have already alluded to above.

While this strategic reassessment is 
proceeding, several more tradition-
al, existing avenues of effort need 
to be pursued:

 ● EU and NATO enlargement 
needs to proceed. All the 
countries from the Western 
Balkans should be brought 
into the Western institutions as 
soon as possible. Any lack of 
willingness or commitment by 
member states will only amplify 
the sense of resignation and 
abandonment already festering 
among the citizens of these 
nations, stirring up already 
plentiful reservoirs of anti-West-
ern sentiment. Neglecting this 
will furthermore only embolden 
the Kremlin and its proxies to 
take even bolder destabilizing 
steps.

 ● Democracy and the rule of law 
must be further encouraged 
and supported, both among 
aspirant nations in the periph-
ery, and among member states. 
This is the best way to build 
resilience of the systems of 
governance in the region.

The media environment in the 
region is deplorable. Independent 
journalism is struggling harder and 
harder with disinformation fueled 
by pro-Kremlin and oligarchic 
outlets. Populism and anti-European 
and anti-Western forces have not 
gone away. An independent critical 
perspective of the EU and NATO is 
needed and should be supported.   

As a practical goal, it needs to be 
pursued collectively in a finely 

crafted balance between national 
instincts and the Union’s strengths 
and benefits. The achievement of 
this goal can only happen when 
the economic, technological and 
cultural gap between the western 
and the eastern halves of Europe 
is eventually narrowed through a 
common and focused effort. Failure 
to achieve this outcome will doom 
Europe to a regionalization that 
may even burst into hostilities 
occasionally. Such an unfortunate 
development might put an end to 
the great project of United Europe. 
We, the citizens of Europe, must 
prevent such an eventuality from 
happening at all costs.

“A stronger Europe in 
the world is no longer 
just the dream of the 
founding fathers of the 
EU. It has become a 
necessity — a condition 
of the successful survival 
of its populations in a 
highly competitive and 
increasingly unsecure 
world.”



A 
Stronger 
Europe  
in the 
World
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Europe in a Stronger 
West
Michael Žantovský, Amb. Ret, Executive Director, Václav Havel Library

Setting oneself an ambitious goal 
can be motivating. It often leads 
to a mobilization of energies and 
resources. To set oneself an im-
possible goal, however, is self-de-
feating, because it can only lead 
to frustration and finger-pointing. 
The question is to which of these 
two categories the goal of “build-
ing a stronger Europe in the world” 
belongs. Judging by contemporary 
trends and developments, a dose 
of realism seems to be in order.

It is a sobering but inescapable 
fact that by any objective measure, 
Europe’s strength and power has 
peaked in the recent past, and that 
it is unrealistic that it can notably 
strengthen itself in the immediate 
future. The European Union’s share 
of the global population is currently 
at around 6 percent and is expect-
ed to decrease by a third by the 
end of this century. Source: GLOBSEC compilation2

Source: GLOBSEC compilation3

“For Central and Eastern 
European countries, “the 
West” is not some kind 
of geographic label. 
Rather, it represents 
an idea of solidarity 
among a community 
of liberal democracies 
that share a set of 
values and pool their 
resources for collective 
security. Any weakening 
or fragmentation of 
this community, CEE 
countries understand, 
will inevitably make 
Europe weaker.”
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Source: The European Parliamentary Research Service. More information: https://tinyurl.com/EPRS-Demography

The continent’s share of the world’s 
population has halved in the last 
fifty years. Europe’s population 
growth rate is approaching zero. 
The share of global GDP of today’s 
EU 27 has declined from 26 per-
cent in 2004 to under 15 percent 
today.4 

Although these facts do not 
portend an absolute decline or a 
permanent trend, they do suggest 
that Europe has been losing some 
of its power relative to other parts 
of the world. The EU remains one of 
the three largest global economies, 
a center of global trade, research 
and development, and one of the 
most prosperous places on the 
planet. But its international clout 
has nevertheless waned. 

Hard power deficits are an import-
ant part of the problem. Europe 
spends three times less on defense 
than the United States as a pro-
portion of GDP, and is not likely to 
increase its share significantly any 
time soon. The EU Common For-
eign and Security Policy (CFSP) ex-

perienced its heyday at the begin-
ning of the century, but today exists 
more in name than in reality. Brexit 
diminished Europe even further, 
and especially so when it comes to 
defense and security capabilities. 
With Brexit, the EU has lost one half 
of its nuclear attack capability, two 
thirds of its aircraft carriers, half of 
its heavy-lift air transport and its 
heavy drones, and almost half of its 
airborne early warning capability.

Some of the risks facing the EU as 
a whole are even more pronounced 
in the Central and Eastern Europe-
an (CEE) context. While in the last 
two decades Moscow has failed to 
become an economic power worth 
reckoning with, and its demograph-
ic trends are even more ominous 
than those of Europe, it has suc-
cessfully modernized its military and 
with its aggressive foreign policy, 
military, and intelligence posture 
it now poses a real security risk to 
the European continent. In the last 
decade, Russia has undertaken 
significant military, intelligence, and 
political offensives against its im-

mediate neighbors, with many of its 
operations focusing on CEE. A new 
Iron Curtain has descended from 
Tallinn in the Baltic to Burgas in the 
Black Sea. 

Security concerns about migration 
have also become more pro-
nounced since 2015. Somewhat be-
latedly, Western European countries 
have become aware of the need to 
be more proactive about European 
border security, while the countries 
of Central and Eastern Europe are 
realizing that without solidarity and 
cooperation in coping with these 
risks, they can hardly expect the 
same in coping with the security 
threats from the East. 

And while China has taken care not 
to appear as a security threat to Eu-
rope, it has increasingly exercised 
its soft power through the Belt and 
Road Initiative and other combined 
political-economic instruments, 
including its visible interest in the 
Three Seas Initiative project. The 
time has come for the CEE, and 
for the whole of Europe, to realize 

 Demographic Outlook for the European Union 2021
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that they are not insulated from 
the effects of the Chinese global 
ascendancy. 

While CEE economic and political 
interests are increasingly inter-
twined with the EU, the region looks 
for its security to a larger geopoliti-
cal context. Although institutionally 
this has often meant NATO, CEE 
countries look beyond the North 
Atlantic alliance to what sometimes 
seems to Western Europeans like 
an outmoded concept: “the West”. 
For CEE countries, “the West” is 
not some kind of geographic label. 
Rather, it represents an idea of soli-
darity among a community of liberal 
democracies that share a set of 
values and pool their resources for 
collective security. Any weakening 
or fragmentation of this community, 
CEE countries understand, will inev-
itably make Europe weaker. Rather 
than strive for a “Stronger Europe in 
the World” we should be striving for 
a “Europe in a Stronger West.”5

To get there, Europe needs a stra-
tegic concept. The last time it had 
anything resembling such a thing 
was in the early 2000s, when the 

“soft superpower” idea, based on 
the writings of Joseph Nye, and de-
veloped by Robert Cooper, former 
Director-General for External and 
Politico-Military Affairs at the Gener-
al Secretariat of the Council of the 
European Union, was ascendant. 
At the time, this concept may have 
looked like a winner, especially in 
contrast with the United States’ en-
tanglements in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
But its weaknesses became appar-
ent in the last decade when the US, 
under the Obama administration, 
adopted a version of the soft power 
strategy for itself. It soon became all 
too obvious that without hard pow-
er underpinnings, the leverage of 
soft power is insufficient to achieve 
foreign policy goals — or to prevent 
opponents from achieving theirs. 

Europe’s less-than-successful 
attempts to contribute to the Middle 
East peace process, its inability to 
mitigate the migration crisis, and 
its failure to deter Russia from its 
adventurism in Ukraine are a tes-
tament to the idea’s shortcomings. 
Even the Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action of 2015, which temporar-
ily imposed restrictions on Iran’s 
civilian nuclear enrichment program, 

only had the EU playing the role of 
a junior partner, and would have 
been impossible without the latent 
threat of U.S., and possible Israeli, 
military intervention.

In 2021, Europe is consumed with 
prevailing over the COVID-19 pan-
demic and setting forth ever-more 
ambitious goals for a carbon-free 
future. Its foreign policy ambitions 
are conspicuously muted, and 
worse, are being poorly coordi-
nated. Its two recent diplomatic 
overtures to Moscow and Istanbul 
have both ended up as embarrass-
ments. These failures have shown 
that there is no single foreign policy 
source of authority in the EU. The 
President of the Commission, the 
President of the Council, and the 
High Representative for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy are all vy-
ing for the role as the single foreign 
policy source of authority. Henry 
Kissinger once bemoaned the 
fact that there wasn’t a telephone 
number which he could dial in order 
to contact the EU. Today, he has 
more than he ever bargained for: If 
we add the ever-louder attempts of 
the European Parliament to play a 
foreign policy role, the EU now has 
four telephone numbers one can 
call. 

And yet none of them are particular-
ly effective. This is hardly surprising, 
considering that appointments to 
these EU high offices are decid-
ed based on political balancing 
between groups in the European 
Parliament rather than on foreign 
policy expertise. During the recent 
diplomatic crisis between the Czech 
Republic and Russia, for example, 
the EU has limited itself to verbal 

declarations. It was left up to the 
individual countries of Central and 
Eastern Europe, standing alongside 
the United States, to show solidarity 
and determination in the face of a 
clear Russian aggression. 

In the latest eruption of the conflict 
between Israel and the Palestin-
ians, the EU has also been unable 
to speak with a single voice. While 
the President of the Commis-
sion unequivocally condemned 
the “indiscriminate missile attacks 
by Hamas on Israel”6,  the High 
Representative called for a stop in 

“the grave escalation in Israel and 
the Occupied Palestinian Territory, 
including the major upsurge in vio-
lence in and around Gaza” although 
he added that Hamas attacks are 

“unacceptable.”7  It’s hard to imagine 
that even a temporary solution to 
the never-ending tragedy of the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict will be 
crafted with important input from 
Brussels.

So what should a coherent strategic 
concept look like? If Europe is to 
regain some of its global influence, 
it must both revisit some of its geo-
political assumptions and reframe 
its ambitions and goals in a larger 
context. 

The idea of “strategic autonomy” is 
very much in vogue in many Euro-
pean capitals these days, but the 
truth is that in focusing on autono-
mous action, it amounts to wishful 
thinking. Europe is too enfeebled 
and disorganized to get there from 
here. Václav Havel famously said 
that “Europe should finally abandon 
the feeling that it is duty-bound 
to export itself into the remainder 
of the world, and replace it with a 
more modest, but more demanding 
intention: to start the quest for a 
reform of the world with itself.”8 To 
achieve this vision, a refashioning 
of European project itself needs to 
take place.

“The recent 
developments have 
shown that there is no 
single foreign policy 
source of authority 
in the EU (…). In fact, 
instead of one, the EU 
now has four telephone 
numbers one can call.”
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But while there is value to thinking 
in such lofty terms, we should not 
paralyze ourselves until we have 
figured it out. There are several 
things the EU ought to undertake 
now to start the process of thinking 
through these issues. Parallel with 
the Conference on the Future of 
Europe, the EU should convene an 
expert Conference on the Security 
of Europe to propose a European 
Strategic Concept 2022-2030, 

which would be then adopted 
by the European Council and the 
European Parliament. The concept 
should explicitly list the main strate-
gic risks and threats to Europe and 
devise the measures and policies to 
cope with them.

More pragmatically, in day-to-day 
politics, the EU should strive to 
coordinate its policies within the 
strategic triangle of Europe, North 
America, and the United Kingdom, 
aiming for political cooperation, 
close trade and investment ties, and 
a NATO-led military and intelligence 
alliance. This triangle should in turn 
cooperate with like-minded Asian 
and Pacific countries to create a 
treaty-based “Democratic Alliance” 
to counter global threats to liberty 
and democracy.

Finally, NATO, with EU support, 
should reestablish a credible de-
terrence against possible future ag-
gressive actions by Moscow. Russia 
represents the most credible near-
term threat to the European vision, 
and it must be countered. The EU 
in general, and the countries of the 
CEE in particular, should undertake 

decisive and coordinated actions to 
push back the Russian intelligence 
and cyber activities in Europe and 
to identify and make accountable 
their domestic collaborators.9

Recommendations:
 ● Parallel with the Conference on the Future of Europe, the EU should convene an expert 

Conference on the Security of Europe to propose a European Strategic Concept 2022-
2030 which would be then adopted by the European Council and the European Parlia-
ment. The concept should explicitly list the main strategic risks and threats to Europe 
and devise the measures and policies to cope with them.

 ● The EU should coordinate its policies within the strategic triangle of Europe, North 
America and the United Kingdom, aiming for political cooperation, close trade and in-
vestment ties, and NATO-led military and intelligence alliance.

 ● This triangle should further cooperate with like-minded Asian and Pacific countries to 
create a treaty-based “Democratic Alliance” to counter global threats to liberty and 
democracy.

 ● NATO, with EU support, should reestablish a credible deterrence against possible future 
aggressive actions by Russia.

 ● The EU in general, and the countries of the CEE in particular, should undertake decisive 
and coordinated actions to push back the Russian intelligence and cyber activities in 
Europe and to identify and make accountable their domestic collaborators.

“Europe should finally 
abandon the feeling that 
it is duty-bound to export 
itself into the remainder of 
the world, and replace it 
with a more modest, but 
more demanding intention: 
to start the quest for a 
reform of the world with 
itself”.

Václav Havel



The EU Strategic Autonomy: Central and Eastern European Perspectives ( 17

The EU in the Face 
of the New Cold War 
between China and 
America
Jakub Wiśneiwski, PhD, Amb. Ret, Vice-President for Strategy, GLOBSEC

In their search for strategic auton-
omy, Europeans are trying to find 
a proper place for the European 
Union in an intensifying confronta-
tion between China and the United 
States. The challenge is to forge 
new policy towards China, without 
forsaking the position of a steadfast 
ally of America. Given its unique 
character and identity, the EU is 
well placed to help to avert the 
worst-case scenario of full-blown 
Cold War between China and the 
United States or — if a Cold War is 
not avoidable — mitigate the fallout 
and de-escalate tensions. It is in 
the interests of America to have 
a friendly third force balancing 
between the two poles, ultimate-
ly reinforcing the position of the 
whole West. 

China is posing serious national 
security concerns to the whole fami-
ly of democratic nations. Both the 
United States and the EU cannot 
ignore endless transgressions of 
human rights at home and its ag-
gressive posturing abroad, includ-
ing its diplomatic bullying of smaller 
countries. At the same time China is 
not the Soviet Union from the Cold 
War. The Chinese economy is much 
larger and more significant for the 
world economy (accounting for 18 
percent of the world’s GDP) for ties 
to be simply severed.10

Source: Statista11
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In contrast to the 1980s, the world 
economy today is much more 
globalized, and nobody serious can 
consider a full-scale detachment 
of economic links between the 
West and China. This means that 
hard choices will have to be made, 
striking a delicate balance between 
economic necessities and geopo-
litical imperatives. This balance will 
have to be fine-tuned on a case-by-
case basis. The EU will necessarily 
approach things differently than the 
United States. 

There are several areas of strategic 
confrontation between the United 
States and China. First, there is se-
curity competition, where two nucle-
ar-armed superpowers are involved 
in a stand-off in the South China 
Sea, over Taiwan, and in the Pacific 
more broadly. This also applies to 
trade in sensitive defense-oriented 
industries — artificial intelligence, 
web-based data, quantum com-
puting, and many other emerging 
technologies that have a military 
use. The participation of Chinese 
companies like Huawei in a process 

of building 5G networks in Western 
countries poses the risk of spying 
by Chinese security services, as 
well as creates dependencies on 
Chinese technology products. As 
Nancy Pelosi, the Democratic 
Speaker of the House of Repre-
sentatives, said in 2020, “Allowing 
the Sinification of 5G would be to 
choose autocracy over democra-
cy.”12 

Second, there is a diplomatic effort 
on the Chinese side to counter 
American influence in international 
organizations (and among devel-
oping countries in Africa, Asia, and 
even Latin America). The system of 
rules that has been the backbone 
of global commerce is teetering. 
The need for cooperation on issues 
like climate change, public health, 
and migration has never been 
greater. In this multilateral system, 
America has lately disregarded the 
position of the EU, taking unilateral 
actions against China, by imposing 
tariffs, banning technology exports, 
and temporarily leaving the World 
Health Organization. China, for its 
part, has tried to cement its own 
position in the vacuum that America 
has created in disregarding these 
institutions.

Third, there is a question of the 
global economy. A rapidly rising 
China has already outgrown Amer-
ica in terms of absolute GDP. The 
spirit of confrontation and distrust 
is palpable — the average tariff 
on Chinese-American trade is 20 
percent. World financial markets are 
still based on the American dollar, 
though China has ambitions to 
elevate the role of its own currency, 
the yuan. The tech industry is splin-
tering: some countries, especially 
emerging economies, embrace Chi-
nese technologies (of which Huawei 
is a potent symbol) while the United 
States penalizes the company and 
all its suppliers, preventing Ameri-
can-made hardware and software to 
be part of Huawei’s supply chains. 
The logic of disengagement and 
bans cannot, however, be applied 
to all aspects of trade between the 
two giants, as the two countries’ 
economies are inextricably tied up 
as a result of decades of globaliza-
tion. 

Fourth, America portrays itself as 
a global champion of democracy 

while China believes that the prin-
ciple of national sovereignty trumps 
any concerns over human rights. It 
perceives democratization as an 
attempt by the West to preserve its 
advantage and retain its global in-
fluence. These kinds of ideological 
disputes have flared up concerning 
the fate of Hong-Kong, Myanmar, 
and Xinjiang province in China. 
China has been heavily criticized by 
the United States for cracking down 
at home, and for the aggressive 
expansion of its influence abroad. 

All this sets up a formidable set of 
challenges for European policy-
makers seeking to position the 
continent in this confusing new 
global reality. The EU ought to be 
prepared to side with America on 
some, but not all, areas of engage-
ment mentioned above. Wherever 
Europeans and Americans do not 
speak with one voice, however, the 
allies should agree not to take uni-
lateral steps versus China — steps 
that could catch the other side by 
surprise. 

On hard security cooperation, 
NATO is the best choice for coor-
dinating responses. The EU’s own 
record on security and defense is 
patchy at best, as Brussels relies 
on American tanks and troops for 
defending its own territory. Tech-
nological aspects of security policy, 
however, do need coordination, 
and the EU needs to be seen as an 
important partner in these matters. 
The borders between civilian and 
military technologies are often 
blurry, and European capacities in 
areas such as cyber need to be de-
veloped in tandem with the United 
States. 

Second and third, regarding multi-
lateralism and the global economy, 
the EU needs to be prepared to 
defend its own interests, which 
might require a little bit of dis-
tancing from America. The EU is a 
market of 450 million people and 
is thus a formidable force in setting 
standards on consumer products, 
or shaping the world’s response 
to worldwide problems, such as 
COVID-19 or climate change. On 
trade, the EU should be able to 
make its own choices — how to 
do business with a giant vibrant 
economy without compromising on 
democratic standards and national 

Areas of strategic 
confrontation between  

the US and China

Security dimension, including 
trade in sensitive industries 

Diplomatic efforts in multilat-
eral organizations 

Global economy

Ideological battle
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security. Flashpoints such as the 
case of Huawei, where America and 
the EU should be speaking with 
one voice, represent a small subset 
of trade flows with China. It is ob-
vious that Europe and America are 
competitors, and the United States 
wants to keep its competitive edge 
over Europeans in areas such as 
cloud computing. It is also natural 
for Europeans to resist and look for 
its ways to compete against both 
America and China.

 Still, there is much to be gained 
from cooperation. To illustrate my 
point, let’s look at events surround-
ing the EU’s ill-fated investment 
pact with China. Though it was 
negotiated successfully in Decem-
ber of last year, its ratification was 
suspended after a tit-for-tat 
exchange of travel bans following 
the EU’s criticism of China’s policy 
in the Xinjiang province towards its 
Uyghur minority. Meanwhile, the 
United States has negotiated a very 
similar pact that is still in force. All 
this suggests that it would be better 
if the United States and the EU 
could coordinate on questions of 
trade and investment where 
possible, especially on the creation 
of common standards of open 
governance among Chinese 
companies present in the West. 
Together, America and Europe 
account for over half of world’s 
GDP; China can’t ignore the 
concerns of such a bloc on issues 
of regulation, labor rights, and 
intellectual property. 

Finally, on the question of human 
rights and democracy, Europeans 
should be on the same page with 
Americans: values are non-negotia-
ble. Nevertheless, there needs to 
be a common coherent framework 
for human rights so that officials 
and entities involved in abuse are 
sanctioned. Supply chains should 
be screened. It’s commendable that 

the EU and the United States joined 
forces in March 2021 by launching 
targeted sanctions against Chi-
nese officials involved in clamping 
down on the Uyghur minority. This 
should serve as a template for 
further discussions of developing 
the necessary framework for future 
cooperation.

In short, if the Chinese challenge 
is to be taken seriously in Amer-
ica and Europe, the transatlantic 
link needs to be revived after a 
particularly turbulent four years, 
and even reinforced in some areas. 
America needs to understand that 
the unipolar moment has passed, 
and that American supremacy does 
not mean that European partners 
can be treated as junior policy-tak-
ers. The EU, for its part, needs not 
consider itself a junior partner in the 
transatlantic partnership. The con-
frontation between China and the 
United States is an old-fashioned 
one, in the sense that it involves 
two powerful states — one on the 
rise and the other in relative decline 

— locked in diplomatic, trade, mili-
tary, political, and even ideological 
rivalry. Other countries are either 
bystanders or allies of one of the 
two superpowers. European coun-
tries fall into the category of allies of 
the United States. 

At the same time, most European 
countries are part of the EU, which 
is far more than just a sum of its 
parts. It is an entity with suprana-
tional authority in areas such as 
trade. The EU was created at the 
time of disillusion with nationalism, 
as it was the rivalry between the 
nation states in Europe that had 
led to disastrous two world wars. 
Ever since the European Economic 
Community was founded in the 
1950s “the European way” involved 
the gradual pooling of national sov-
ereignty and the cautious and slow 
honing of its global actions. The 
EU’s diversity is both a weakness 
and a strength. The EU is slow to 
act, often undecided. At the same 
time its actions have legitimacy and 
carry moral weight that no other na-
tional actor could possibly acquire. 

The world can hardly afford an old-
style clash of global superpowers. 
It therefore helps that the EU is 

“post-national”. Europe’s strengths 
lie in its ability to forge a consensus 

among many stakeholders. The 
United Nations has never been 
in the position to fulfil its promise 
of bringing forth a harmonious 
multilateral environment on the 
global stage. Hence there has been 
a need for other actors to step 
up, such as the OECD and other 
EU-led efforts. Climate change is 
accelerating. Income disparities 
between global South and North 
are mounting to unprecedented 
levels. The EU, with its expertise 
of development aid, its ability 
to interact meaningfully with its 
neighborhood, and its multi-faceted 
approach to global crises, is often 
a more trusted partner of countries 
and communities worldwide than 
the two other superpower “national” 
actors. 

There is still lack of consensus 
about the EU’s detailed policy on 
China, but its broad parameters 
were established in a 2019 strategy 
document where China was called 
a partner, a competitor, but also a 

“systemic rival”. Clearly there are 
divergences within the European 
family on how best to tackle the 
challenge presented by China, with 
some countries more economically 
exposed than others. Germany, for 
example, annually exports €96 
billion worth of goods to China, 
amounting to half of the EU-China 
exports. 

The challenge for Central and 
Eastern European (CEE) countries is 
largely that of the broader EU, but 
in microcosm. CEE countries are 
both allies of America and mem-
bers of the EU, and these two geo-
political poles constitute the major 
points of reference. For Central 

“When it comes to human 
rights and democracy, 
Europeans should be 
on the same page with 
Americans: values are 
non-negotiable.”

“For Central Europeans, 
just like for the EU 
as a whole, there is 
a need for striking a 
balance. We must be 
able to differentiate 
between political 
confrontation against 
China, competition, and 
cooperation.”
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Europeans, just like for the EU as a 
whole, there is a need for striking a 
balance. We must be able to differ-
entiate between political confronta-
tion against China (national security, 

human rights, and the promotion 
of democracy), competition (trade), 
and cooperation (working through 
a multilateral system pertaining to 
global public goods such as climate 

change, fight against pandemics). 
Given the scale of China, confron-
tation — when it is necessary and 
inevitable — will also require coordi-
nating with the United States. 

Source: GLOBSEC Trends, GLOBSEC, June 202113.

For some decision-makers in CEE 
countries, divisions of competence 
between national and European 
levels are often perceived as a ze-
ro-sum game. It shouldn’t be; this is 
a dangerous pose. The 17+1 format 
of negotiating with Beijing, where 
smaller CEE countries are trying to 
attract Chinese investments on a 
separate track from other European 
institutions, is a mistake. Central 
Europeans do not stand a chance 
to forge their own policy towards 
China. All they will do is undermine 
European, and transatlantic, solidar-
ity. The difference of demographic 
and economic potential is simply 
too big. Instead they should help 
to shape a distinctive European 
multi-faceted strategy.

The Cold War between the United 
States and China, with its stifling 
atmosphere of animosity pervading 
all areas of interaction, is still just 
a dark scenario, one of many. How 
this bipolar relationship unfolds is 
dependent on other actors, such as 

third countries (Japan, Indonesia, 
Russia) but, most notably, the EU. 
The EU is not a neutral bystander in 
the emerging world of great-power 
politics. Europe’s and America’s 
fortunes and objectives are deeply 
intertwined. At the same time, the 
EU wants to be able to shape its 
policies independently, sometimes 
diverging from America. Of course, 
with rights there comes responsibil-
ity: Europeans striving for a place at 
a big table will need to prove that 
they have a one long-term vision 
rather than collage of 27 self-in-
compatible ad-hoc plans. Time will 
tell whether the European ambition 
of strategic autonomy was a pipe 
dream or awakening of the third 
giant.  

Superpowers – strategic partners
     Which of the following countries are the most important strategic partners of your country today? Pick max. 2. (respondents could 

choose from a randomised selection of 6 countries including the US, Russia, China, Germany, France and the UK)

The US Russia China

Poland 54%
8%

8%

Lithuania 53%
8%

4%

Estonia 49%
21%

6%

Romania 47%
13%

10%

Latvia 36%
27%

10%

Bulgaria 27%
45%

8%

Czechia 25%
14%

10%

Slovakia 17%
47%

12%

Hungary 13%
35%

30%

“Central Europeans do 
not stand a chance 
to forge their own 
policy towards China. 
Instead of undermining 
European, and 
transatlantic, solidarity, 
they should help to 
shape a distinctive 
European multi-faceted 
strategy.”
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In Select Areas the Case 
for Strategic Autonomy 
is Strong for CEE
Tomáš Valášek, Member of Parliament, National Council of the Slovak Republic

The case for European strategic 
autonomy in select areas is strong 
and simple. There are some depen-
dencies across the Atlantic that are 
both undesirable and surmountable. 
For example, it is unreasonable for 
Europe to expect even its closest 
allies to export many vaccines 
and critical components in times 
of great emergencies, such as 
the COVID pandemic. Allies will 
be under tremendous pressure 
to help their own populations first, 
and by the time they get around to 
supplying us, tens of thousands of 
Europeans may be unnecessarily 
dead. Because Europe has a strong 
vaccine industry of its own, the con-
tinent can become self-sufficient in 
the vaccine realm with a relatively 
modest expenditure of money, and 
in a reasonably short time. Put dif-
ferently, this particular dependency 
must and can be overcome.

Had EU discussions of strategic au-
tonomy been focused on address-
ing these kind of dependencies, 

Central and Eastern European (CEE) 
countries would have been easy 
to convince. Governments in this 
part of the world tend to fret about 
security – for good reasons – and 
they think a great deal about their 
defense arrangements. It is general-
ly understood and broadly accept-
ed here that the United States is 
preoccupied in the Indo-Pacific 
and elsewhere, that America’s 
emotional and political attachment 
to Europe is waning over time, and 
that a continent as rich as Europe 
ought to be able to carry a greater 
defense burden than it currently 
does. This being the case, the best 
way to look after the security of this 
part of the world lies not in con-
serving the defense bonds as we 
have known them, with its lopsided 
dependence on the United States, 
but in giving Europe the means to 
do more on its own while still being 
embedded within the transatlantic 
relationship.

The trouble with strategic autono-
my in the defense realm – and the 
reason many in Central and Eastern 
Europe are sceptics – is that too of-
ten it focuses on the wrong kinds of 
dependencies. Instead of rebalanc-
ing the defense relationship where 
necessary and feasible, it ventures 
into two other directions.

The first mistake is to seek to 
eliminate dependencies that are 
generally acceptable and perhaps 
even desirable, because they allow 
both sides to focus on their relative 
strengths. A good example is the 
dominant U.S. role in transatlantic 
defense trade. Europe and the 
United States are ‘frenemies’ in the 
arms market; their industries com-
pete ruthlessly but governments 
frequently, if not symmetrically, buy 
from each other’s manufacturers. 

It has been thus for decades, and 
mutual trade has served both sides 
reasonably well. 

In this market, the Central Europe-
ans produce little; they are nearly 
always buyers. They generally 
prefer to have the choice of buying 
either American or European prod-
ucts, because competition reduces 
prices and allows them to seek 
other perks from willing sellers. But 
they are willing to accept that some 
defense goods will only be made 
in the U.S., and have watched with 
some annoyance that a big chunk 
of the EU’s new defense fund is 
slated for bolstering European 

“autonomy” in the production of 
fifth generation fighter aircraft. The 
argument that dependence here 
makes Europe vulnerable does 
not square with Central Europe-
ans’ experience: the U.S. has been 
happy to send F-35s to any willing 
EU buyer. The prevailing sentiment 
around here is that the expenditure 

“The trouble with 
strategic autonomy in 
the defense realm – and 
the reason why many 
in Central Europe are 
sceptics – is that too 
often it focuses on 
the wrong kinds of 
dependencies. Instead 
of rebalancing the 
defense relationship 
where necessary and 
feasible, it ventures into 
two other directions.”

“The best way to look 
after the security of 
this part of the world 
(in Central and Eastern 
Europe) lies not 
conserving the defense 
bond as we have known 
it, with its lopsided 
dependence on the U.S., 
but in a giving Europe 
the means to do more 
on its own, though still 
within the transatlantic 
relationship.”
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on the next generation European 
fighter jet is less about autonomy 
for Europe and more about jobs in 
France and Germany.

Then there are the dependencies 
that are undesirable – dependen-
cies that put the EU in a potentially 
vulnerable spot – but they are 
impossible to address without 
prohibitive expenditures and on 
unrealistic timescales. This is a 
reference to the most expansive 
definition of strategic autonomy that 
holds that Europe ought to be able 
to defend itself without the United 
States. It’s not that the Central 
Europeans have not thought about 
the risk that the United States 
might one day leave Europeans to 
fend for themselves. How could 
one after the Trump experience? 
Nevertheless, seen from this part of 
the world, there is no replacement 
for the United States. 

The idea of the defense of Europe 
sans les Américains works well 
if the sort of war you envision 
yourself fighting involves Sahel 
or Libya-type interventions, or 
Balkans-like stabilization opera-
tions. Here, too, Europe currently 
depends on the U.S. for crucial 
support roles, but the leap towards 
autonomy, while expensive, is 

imaginable. So, if you are Belgium 
or Italy, then yes, full strategic 
autonomy sounds doable (though 
this still does not make it desirable) 
because your definition of “full” 
does not necessarily include having 
to worry about the consequences 
of not being able to take on Russia.  

Further east, things look very differ-
ent. Most Central Europeans regard 
conflict with Russia as both possible 
and as a threat to their existence; 
defending against it is at the heart 
of their defense planning. And in 
such case, the need for U.S. help 
looms large. The view not just here 
but also in NATO HQ is that U.S. 
conventional and nuclear firepower, 
and its willingness to take risks, is 
essential to deterring any systemic 
challenger, including Russia, and 
would be decisive in a conflict. If 
Washington has grown impatient of 
doing too much within NATO, the 
answer is for Europe to do more in 
the southern and eastern neighbor-
hoods, but to keep the U.S. involved 
in the defense against Russia. 

In theory, nothing is irreplaceable, 
not even U.S. arms. In practice, it 
would take far too long and cost far 
too much to defend against Russia 
without the United States. Those 
who have seriously looked at the 
challenge, such as the International 
Institute for Strategic Studies, have 
concluded that it would cost be-
tween $288bn and $357bn – about 
twice what all EU states spend on 
defense collectively each year – to 
equip Europe to fight a limited 
conflict in the Baltic without the U.S., 
and a lot more if Europe were to 
prepare for a full-on war.14 

Source: Defending Europe: scenario-based capability requirements for NATO’s European members, IISS, April 201915

Given that willingness to spend 
money on defense is not what most 
Western European governments 
are known for, the fear in CEE is 
that if the EU sets out on the road 
to full strategic autonomy, not only 
will it never get there, but the very 
quest will poison the transatlantic 
relationship and leave this part of 
the world vulnerable.  (It does not 
matter if the mostly small Central 
European countries spend 2 per-
cent or 20 percent of their GDP on 
defense. Unless the big EU coun-
tries do too, collectively Europe will 
always be short of what it takes to 
defend against Russia.) And while 
confidence in the transatlantic de-

“In theory, nothing is 
irreplaceable, not even 
U.S. arms. In practice, it 
would take far too long 
and cost far too much to 
defend against Russia 
without the United 
States.”

“It would cost between 
$288bn and $357bn – 
about twice what all EU 
states spend on defense 
collectively each year – 
to equip Europe to fight 
a limited conflict in the 
Baltic without the U.S.”
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fense link post-Trump is not what it 
used to be, most Central Europeans 
assume that the uncertainty wheth-
er the U.S. would get involved or 
not, while less dissuasive than 
the certainty that it would, is still 
good enough – and better than all 
alternatives. 
Source: NATO Public Diplomacy Division, 202116

So does this mean Central and 
Eastern Europe will resist strategic 
autonomy of any sort? It does not. 
There are plenty of dependencies 
in the defense world that are both 
undesirable and surmountable. 
The first are aforementioned limited 
operations in the EU’s neighbor-
hood. There is simply little excuse 
for not being able to carry out Lib-
ya-style operations, or to stabilize 
an area such as the Balkans, using 
NATO’s command chain but without 
having to rely on other support 
coming directly from the United 
States. This also happens to be the 
view of most in Washington, even if 
tempered with fear of “duplication”. 
This is not to say that if Europe 
acquires the means to intervene 
alone in the neighborhood, the U.S. 
should be a priori excluded from 
such operations. It only means that 
Europe ought to be able to proceed 
by itself should Washington not 
want to be included for whatever 
reason. Most Central Europeans 
will welcome the additional option 
of Europe being able to intervene 
alone. Geography makes them 
more vulnerable to trouble in the 

Balkans and Europe’s eastern 
neighborhood than the rest of the 
EU. 

Another domain ripe for more 
European autonomy is intelligence. 
There is a strong case to be made 
for Europe to be able to come to 
its own conclusions on strategic 
matters. This is already the case for 
many trouble spots of interest to 
Europe, but far from all. A greater 
commonly owned and operated 
ability to collect and analyze intel-
ligence would also make Europe a 
more attractive, if somewhat more 
difficult, partner to the U.S. in joint 
endeavors, not just of the military 
kind but also in diplomacy, such as 
in the talks that led to the nuclear 
agreement with Iran. Getting such 
capacities will, however, require a 
far greater investment in human 
and technological means of espi-
onage, including, crucially, cyber. 
A push for European autonomy in 
intelligence matters could leave 
the Central Europeans in a deli-
cate position of having to face a 
potentially unfriendly U.S. response. 
On the other hand, it will give them 
additional options of comparing 
different intelligence assessments, 
which is generally a good thing. 

What sort of progress the EU 
makes towards strategic autonomy 
depends in great part on whether 
the conversations focus on the right 
kind of dependencies. Full auton-
omy will make Central Europeans 

nervous; if “full” become the goal, 
the debates in Brussels with be 
tense and progress slow. The 
same applies if strategic autonomy 
becomes a byword for protection-
ism. The French presidency of the 
EU Council in the first half of 2022 
will be important; many in Central 
Europe regard it with concern, ex-
pecting Paris to prioritize the wrong 
kinds of dependencies. But this 
leaves France in a happy position 
of being able to positively surprise 
the rest of Europe, including Cen-
tral Europe, with a measured focus 
on areas where autonomy is both 
desirable and achievable. 
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Czech Perspective on 
European Strategic 
Autonomy: Towards 
NATO-EU Cooperation
Jan Havránek, Deputy Minister for Defence Policy and Strategy,  
Ministry of Defence of the Czech Republic

European strategic autonomy has 
recently become a burning issue 
on both sides of the Atlantic. The 
concept can be understood as a re-
sponse to the current development 
in international relations, the chang-
es in the security environment, 
growing European ambitions, and a 
shift in the U.S. foreign policy. The 
EU’s strategic autonomy aspiration 
greatly concerns the relationship 
between the EU and NATO: It may 
have significant implications for 
shared responsibilities between the 
two organizations and their cooper-
ation, especially when it comes to 
capability development and taking 
more action in defense.

There are many different and 
often conflicting views among 
the relevant actors in this debate. 
First, it can be viewed through the 
high-level clash between Europe 
and the United States, which mainly 
revolves around defense spending 
and defense responsibility. The 
second layer of the problem lies in 
the divergent views on European 
defense and security among the 
main European players such as 
Germany, France, and the United 
Kingdom. And lastly, the debate 
can be perceived as a concern of 
all NATO members and NATO as 
an institution. After all, transatlantic 
security and defense involves all 
players in the region, all members 
of the Alliance and the EU.

Until now, Central European 
perspectives on the concept of 
strategic autonomy have not been 
viewed as significant. But it may be 
that the Central European perspec-

tive on the significance of NATO, 
the future course of Europe’s Com-
mon Security and Defense Policy 
(CSDP), and the linkages between 
the two organizations can provide 
more clarity, assurance, and most 
importantly help deescalate emo-
tions that are currently running high.

Central and Eastern European 
countries are often under pressure 
to take a clear stance and to pick 
a side. Over the past six months, 
I have been asked whether the 
Czech government subscribes to 
the “French concept” or prefers 
the “German approach” to strategic 
autonomy; similarly, I have faced 
questions on the Visegrád Group 
(V4)’s position on this issue. All 
these approaches are simplistic. To 
start with, CEE is not a monolith. To 
demonstrate this, I would like to use 
the Visegrád Group as a reference 
point.

Generally, the region shares a 
similar perception of threats, is a 
proponent of fielding a single force, 
and is deeply concerned about the 
question of the role of NATO and 
the United States’ presence in the 
region. Nevertheless, within the 
partnership of the four Central Eu-
ropean countries alone, there are 
four different outlooks on European 
strategic autonomy and defense 
matters in general. 

Poland is a loud proponent of a 
strong NATO and U.S. presence in 
the region and European strategic 
autonomy is therefore approached 
with cautious skepticism. 

Slovakia is open to greater EU 
defense cooperation but underlines 
the need for European strategic 
autonomy to be complementary to 
NATO.17 

Hungary has accepted the erosion 
of NATO’s commitment and has 
been advocating for an autono-
mous EU military force – indepen-
dent of the United States – for 
some time now, while not discount-
ing its bilateral ties to the United 
States.18

The Czech Republic integrates all 
of these approaches. It recognizes 
that NATO is the bedrock of our 
collective defense, but also points 
to the importance of capability de-
velopment in the EU context. It sees 
the effort by the EU, and Europe in 
general, to take on more responsi-
bility as natural and inevitable. Here 
are three main reasons why:

First, Europe’s political and security 
cooperation with the United States 
has undergone major changes. 
America has moved its attention 
to the Indo-Pacific theater and has 
put its main focus on competition 
with China, consequently shifting its 
attention away from Europe. Russia 
still causes a rivalry headache, but 
China is a bigger challenge. The 
traditional transatlantic bargain 
was based on the United States 
providing security in Europe in 
return for Europe’s assistance in 
crisis management (e.g. Balkans, 
the Middle East). This idea about 
division of labor within the Euro-At-
lantic bond will now have to change. 
The United States’ activity in Europe 
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will as a result be increasingly 
centered around core tasks, such 
as collective defense and crisis 
management, military exercises, or 
the effort to increase Europe’s own 
capacities, without weakening the 
embodiment of the transatlantic 
bond, i.e. NATO. At the same time, 
the United States will be reaching 
out to EU members to step out 
of their Europe-centric focus and 
align their interest and action with 
America. 

Second, the EU must become a 
stronger player in its immediate 
neighborhood, particularly in two 
main areas. It must be able to 
face the challenges on its south-
ern flank, especially in the Sahel 
region, where EU countries already 
operate. It needs to take into con-
sideration the many threats that are 
likely to come from the region in 
the coming years, such as terrorism 
and extremism, political instabili-
ty, or security impacts of climate 
change. We have already seen that 
instability in the neighborhood has 
a direct impact on Europe, be it 
due to migration influx or conflicts 
erupting on Europe’s doorstep. The 
other threat the EU must address 
in a better way comes from the 
east and is primarily embodied by 
Russia. Russia’s ongoing efforts to 
destabilize Europe through employ-
ing hybrid tactics has had a direct 
impact on our collective defense, 
Europe’s political stability, and 
overall security. 

Third, a large part of the geopoliti-
cal competition is moving into new 
domains and into the information 
space. It revolves around new tech-
nologies and information warfare. 
There are new players in the arena, 
be it China as the emerging rival, or 
private companies that assume new 
roles as autonomous international 
and defense/security actors.

In this context, the EU’s CSDP 
cannot remain solely defense-cen-
tric and constrained by the EU’s 
geographical boundaries anymore. 
It must reflect recent changes in the 
strategic environment and become 
more flexible. It has many legal, 
financial, and political tools at its 
disposal that can help it escape its 
current predicament.

Source: Standard Euroba-
rometer 94, 202119
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Only by doing so can it also 
strengthen the transatlantic bond 
and the overall security of the 
Euro-Atlantic area. What is more, 
NATO-EU cooperation must be 
the tool through which we address 
these challenges. The two organi-
zations could improve their strate-
gic partnership in a number of areas.

The first, overarching topic is 
resilience in the context of the 
pandemic. NATO and the EU need 
to analyze the lessons learned from 
COVID-19 and prepare for similar 
future scenarios. One area where 
better cooperation requires little 
politics is coordinated response in 
non-military situations. As obvious 
as it may sound, NATO and the 
EU could do better on this. Our 
practical experience comes from 
the second wave of COVID-19 that 
hit my country in October 2020; 
while help was readily available, 
coordination, both domestically 
and internationally, was not easy to 
achieve. At one point, we Czechs 
were issuing identical demands for 
medical assistance from NATO, the 
EU, and individual nations, resulting 
in much duplication and confusion. 
The fix is easy: strengthen the role 
of the EU in NATO’s Euro-Atlantic 
Disaster Response Coordination 
Centre (EADRCC) and make the EU 
and the UN “permanent members.”

Second is shared situational aware-
ness. A system of cooperation in 
information and intelligence sharing 
must be adopted; given political 
realities that have hampered this in 
the past, we have to come up with 
a creative solution to bolster NATO 
and EU’s situational awareness. A 
way forward in this area is to foster 
open-source analysis, draw upon 
technological solutions in the pri-
vate sector, and improve commu-
nication and data sharing among 
individual members e.g. through 
unifying the legal norms regulating 
these processes. The experience 
with NATO and EU developing a 
parallel playbook to respond to 
hybrid threats shows that such a 
creativity can work.

Third is coping with Emerging and 
Disruptive Technologies (EDT) and 
space security. NATO and the EU 
should establish a common assess-
ment of EDTs’ security implications 
to be able stay up to date and to 

foresee and prepare for the threats 
and challenges this domain poses. 
What is more, they must become 
confident and relevant players 
in this field and set principles of 
responsible use. They should work 
together to foster innovation, re-
search, and development; NATO’s 
strength lies in standardization and 
soon, hopefully, also in funding 
mechanisms to incentivize further 
innovation and modernization as 
well as responsible use. The EU has 
the European Defense Fund (EDF) 
and other tools, such as various 
centers of excellence, though which 
it can complement NATO’s activity 
and reach technological sover-
eignty. The same principles apply 
to space security. Furthermore, it 
is crucial to work on space situa-
tional awareness, including data 
sharing, as well as work on better 
understanding the threats space 
presents. Common rules, norms, 
and principles on behavior in outer 
space should be introduced.

Fourth is improving capabilities for 
planning and development. NATO 
and the EU should continue to work 
together on developing defense 
capabilities that will be mutually 
compatible and coherent. The on-
going efforts of EU member States 
to develop and improve their de-
fense capabilities should be done 
in a way that will strengthen both 
NATO’s and the EU’s capacity to 
act. If done right, these efforts can 
help these organizations increase 
their position as strong defense 
providers and global players. The 
single set of forces principle must 
be followed in these endeavors. For 
more than a decade, we have been 
witnessing the EU and NATO’s 
capability shortfalls in the defense 
sector. For instance, they have 
struggled to reflect and quickly 
react to the rising threat of China, 
the growing importance of new 
domains, or the increase in use of 
hybrid warfare. Now is the time to 
reflect and improve. 

And finally, more improvements 
must be made in military mobility. 
Military mobility is currently the flag-
ship of EU-NATO cooperation and 
should remain a key priority. The 
aim here should be to further inte-
grate NATO and EU activity within 
the PESCO project on Military Mo-
bility and adopt a whole-of-society 

perspective by including institutions 
from across various sectors; the 
two organizations can also foster 
cooperation in this area by exer-
cising procedures or by improving 
information-sharing processes and 
creating a strong messaging infra-
structure. They also must develop 
and employ technological solutions. 
One example could be the employ-
ment of the newest communication 
technologies to improve military 
mobility through digitalization.

The main precondition for both 
NATO and the EU to manage 
these tasks successfully is strong 
political will. Although developing 
new capabilities is crucial, the EU’s 
ability to act is preconditioned by 
its political will and effective tools 
that will help the Union carry out its 
ambitions, as long as they strength-
en, not weaken NATO. 

The EU’s pursuit of bigger defense 
aspiration translates not only 
into action but financial resourc-
es. It must be realized not only 
by increasing defense spending 
but by overall incentives. The EU 
defense initiatives (EDF, PESCO) 
as well as NATO’s discussion on 
future funding of activities are 
mutually reinforcing. After all, they 
aim to strengthen the transatlantic 
defense capacity and capability 
and will lead to Europe taking more 
responsibility.

Key documents in this endeavor 
will be the EU’s Strategic Compass 
and NATO’s new Strategic Concept, 
which should get more fleshed out 
at the upcoming NATO Summit. 
They pose a great opportunity for 
both institutions to bolster NATO’s 
European pillar. The documents, 
and their subsequent implemen-
tation, must be transparent to 
strengthen trust between the two 
institutions, but also among indi-
vidual member states. The worst 
possible scenario is an institutional 
decoupling, which would weaken 
Europe, the United States, and the 
transatlantic bond.

* Tereza Balková of the Czech MOD 
contributed to this article.
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How are New Technologies 
Changing the Way We 
Think About Europe’s Place 
in the World? 
Žiga Turk, PhD, the University of Ljubljana, Slovenia

Europe had a dominant position 
in the world because it capitalized 

– technologically and organizational-
ly – on communication technology 
based on paper and print. It has 
been losing this position even be-
fore the invention of digital technol-
ogy. One can identify three views 
of its current place in the world: (1) 
being a follower in the technologi-
cal race, behind the United States 
and China, in spite of different 
ambitions; (2) being a leader in a 
reframed race, reframed so that 
technology is constrained with re-
spect to values, humanism, etc; and 
(3) being a standard setter for the 
rest of the world in this “humane” 
approach to technology, taking 
the leadership position it has been 
used to having in the last couple of 
centuries.

Options 2 and 3 are second rate 
options: they are futile without 
achieving technological relevance 
first. Therefore, Europe needs to 
restore its old recipes of success, 
namely being open to ideas from 
abroad, experimenting with differ-
ent things in different regions, and 
learning from what works. Central 
and Eastern European Countries 
see more clearly that one cannot 
centrally plan innovation, regulate 
oneself into being innovative, or 
simply change the criteria of suc-
cess if one is not successful.     

Atop of the world
500 years ago, the Gutenberg 
revolution catapulted Europe to its 
leadership position in the world. 
The technology to manufacture 
inexpensive, plant-based paper and 
to print on it using movable type 
has been known across Asia, North-
ern Africa, and the Middle East. But 
only in Europe was it used widely, 
and as a result provided a basis for 
the technological, scientific, and 
political revolutions that followed. 
Europeans charted the globe and 
found themselves on a trajectory 
that, by 1950, would concentrate 
more than 80 percent of global 
GDP in Europe, and in countries 
descended from European culture 
such as the United States.20 

In the 20th century, this part of the 
world dominated economically, po-
litically, and militarily. The European 
wars of the 20th Century were 
world wars. The Cold War between 
European powers — even though 
one was on the other side of the 
Atlantic and the other spanned vast 
Asian territories all the way to the 
Pacific — dominated global affairs 
in the second half of the 20th Cen-
tury. This struggle led to massive 
investments in research and devel-
opment. Technologies underpinning 
the internet are the result of these 
investments.

The 20th Century also saw the 
shrinking of two empires “over 
which the sun never set”: the British 
and the Russian. As a result of this, 
the center of gravity for technolog-
ical development and innovation 
moved across the Atlantic to the 
United States. Although Europe did 
contribute to the digital revolution 
with the labors of Konrad Zuse 
(the first computer), Alan Turing 
(the Turing test), Stephen Furber 
and Sophie Wilson (RISC architec-
ture), Tim Berners-Lee (the Web), 
Linus Torvalds (Linux), and many 
others, commercialization, indus-
trialization, and the majority of 
development happened in America. 
Europe thereby lost its geopolitical 
and technological supremacy. It 
remained, however, a close partner 
and ally, at least until the fall of the 
Berlin wall. Since then, this bedrock 
alliance has been questioned more 
and more frequently, even though 
both sides share many cultural 
values and history. 

“Europe needs to 
restore its old recipes 
of success, namely 
being open to ideas 
from abroad (…). Central 
and Eastern European 
Countries see more 
clearly that one cannot 
centrally plan innovation, 
regulate oneself into 
being innovative, or 
simply change the 
criteria of success if one 
is not successful.”
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The Flat World of the 
21st Century
Globalization, which accelerated 
with the Chinese opening to the 
world and after the fall of the Iron 
Curtain, has been an engine for the 
reduction of global inequalities. Liv-
ing standards markedly improved 
across the so-called third and 
second worlds. First Japan, then 
the Asian Tigers, and then finally 
China took off. All these countries 
improved their education systems, 
opened their markets, and joined 
the technological race. The world 
became flat, in a famous turn of 
phrase.21 

One hundred years since World 
War I, Europe’s position in the world 
has dramatically changed. Europe 
used to be a continent of capitals of 
global colonial empires and home 
to practically all Nobel Laureates. 
Now the former global powers 
have joined forces in the EU, which 
collectively represents only one of 
a handful of powers in a multipo-
lar world. That multipolarity also 
extends to the field of science and 
technology. And Europe is lagging 
behind the United States and East 
Asia in the development of digital 
technology. Unfortunately, it is this 
very technology that has been the 
driver of almost all productivity 
growth22 in any industry, not to men-
tion the bedrock upon which new 
businesses in digital equipment, 
software, and services have been 
developed.

European Digital 
Ambition
At least since the 1994 Bangemann 
report,23 Europe has been aware of 
its digital challenge. The solutions 
are known: 

Yet despite this report, and many 
such other plans, Europe has been 
losing the race. Among the top 
global digital companies there are 
hardly any European ones. Mem-
ber government and Commission 
strategies were more comfortable 
with playing catch-up. An occasion-
al fine by the Competition Commis-
sioner did not stop U.S. companies 
from winning the innovation race 
and building market share. Even 
in areas where Europe happened 

to lead, such as in mobile telepho-
ny with the legendary Nokia and 
Ericsson, it was unable to maintain 
its position. Its champions became 
virtually obsolete after Apple’s 
invention of the smartphone. The 
socio-political environment in Eu-
rope has not been friendly enough 
for an industry as fast-paced as 
digital. Europe was the best place in 
the world to capitalize on the paper 
communication revolution. But it 
is not the best to capitalize on the 
digital one.

What is not to be done
Realistically, Europe cannot repli-
cate neither the dynamism of the 
U.S. economic and financial system, 
nor the centrally planned concen-
tration of resources deployed by 
China. The highest policy-making 
levels in Europe do not seem to sin-
cerely want to recapture the mantle 
of technological leadership or 
co-leadership, even though speech-
es to this effect are frequently made. 

Instead, Europe seems to be 
specializing in adding adjectives 
to others’ innovations — in other 
words, protecting their citizens from 
the dangers of the digital world. 
This approach is nicely captured in 
the catchphrase “a human-centric 
digital age.” On the one hand, this 
is a noble idea. On the other, it 
sounds a little like sour grapes: we 
cannot have the latest and greatest, 
so we will instead focus on more 
dated approaches that will be more 

“humane”. While Europe will be con-
templating under what circumstanc-
es it might still be possible to use 
Big Data for a good cause, China 
will be mining vast collections of 
personal data to discover patterns 
of diseases for developing innova-
tive, personalized medicines, for ex-
ample. Europe wants to protect its 
citizens from the evils of technology. 
Yes, innovation disrupts. It would 
not be innovation if it doesn’t. But 
not all disruption is evil.

Similarly, “trustworthy Artificial Intel-
ligence (AI)” and “unbiased AI” are 
efforts to make artificial intelligence 
less scary and more politically 
correct. But there is no way to tame 
scary machines that see patterns 
better than humans can, apart from 
crippling both these machines 
and those that develop them. One 

cannot make mathematics and sta-
tistics come up with results which 
are desirable. Math does not care 
for feelings. Instead of improving 
a socio-economic system so that it 
can be friendlier for innovation and 
disruption, Europe is creating a lay-
er of rules and regulations by which 
European and foreign companies 
using AI will need to abide. 

Policymakers also talk about “stra-
tegic autonomy” these days, which 
in this context is meant to signify 
an aspiration at self-sufficiency in 
a couple of key technologies. This 
implies creating a market in Europe 
for the local replication of what oth-
ers have done already elsewhere. 
Finally, a chance for a European Ap-
ple and a European Google! Except 
Apple and Google will be working 
on new things European consumers 
and industry would like to have.

Europe also likes to fancy itself 
as a rule maker. It cannot export 
devices, apps, or services, but it can 
be a rule-setter in AI, privacy, and 
robotics. Users on all continents 

“Actions must be 
taken (…) to strike 
down entrenched 
positions which put 
Europe at a competitive 
disadvantage: it 
means fostering an 
entrepreneurial mentality 
to enable the emergence 
of new dynamic sectors 
of the economy; it means 
developing a common 
regulatory approach to 
bring forth a competitive, 
Europe-wide, market for 
information services; 
it does not mean 
more public money, 
financial assistance, 
subsidies, dirigisme, or 
protectionism.”
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could benefit from our GDPR. Users 
across the global internet could 
be clicking through cookie con-
sent forms on Web pages, not just 
Europeans! This approach indeed 
may work. The most intolerant wins, 
quipped Nassim Taleb.24 Faced 
by developing two versions of the 
same service — one for Europe, 
one for everyone else — providers 
could simply opt to use European 
version everywhere. Or, of course, 
this strategy could backfire, with 
providers choosing not to do 
business in Europe, which is the 
case with quite a few American web 
companies these days.25

There is a real danger that in the 
future we will see a Balkanization 
of the Internet. China already has 
built a completely different thing 
behind its own great (fire)wall. As 
Europe protects a growing list 
of rights for its citizens, and the 
United States opts to protects a 
much more limited number of rights 
written down 200 years ago as its 
companies search for the next big 
thing in tech, the rest of the world is 
watching. Authoritarian regimes, for 
their part, are taking regulation one 
notch higher than the Europeans, to 
repressive levels.

What is to be done
What has been somewhat harshly 
summarized above is not a counsel 
for despair, however. Digital com-
munication is too new and dynamic 
a field to admit confident predic-
tions about its future. It is perhaps 
a good thing that different jurisdic-
tions are trying different regulatory 
regimes. And here Europe has an 
advantage.

And while technical standards 
should remain harmonized to the 
greatest extent possible across 
the world — we want to be able to 
charge our phones with the same 
cables in Asia, Europe, and the Unit-
ed States — non-technical regula-
tions that have societal implications 
are perhaps better left unharmo-
nized. The simple reason is that we 
do not know, and indeed cannot 
know, which approach is ultimately 
best. A “human-centric” digital 
age, or just a digital age without 
adjectives? “Responsible” AI or just 
AI? Cookie warnings or no cookie 
warnings? Free social media or 

social media that “protects” citizens 
from “disinformation”?

One of the success factors of late 
medieval Europe was that there 
were many jurisdictions with many 
different rules. If one jurisdiction 
would want to protect its people 
from the evil of books and allow 
only “human-centered presses” to 
print, another would allow printing 
without limitations. One jurisdic-
tion would stick to a political and 
governance system optimized for 
oral communication, another would 
experiment written communica-
tion and democracy. People could 
see across borders what works 
and what does not. In big eastern 
Empires, there was little such exper-
imentation. 

Therefore, there is little need to 
harmonize everything across the 
Atlantic, or even across the EU. Dig-
ital disruption is significant, yes, but 
we do not have all the answers. Let 
the member states experiment and 
we shall see what works. 

As for the European place in the 
global innovation race, the basics 
are simple. The progress of civili-
zation lies in the ability to engage 
a growing number of brains in 
collaboration so that there is more 
specialization and more division of 
labor.26 Europe has a lot to contrib-
ute, with its well-educated citizens 
and traditional links between 
culture and technology. Its strategic 
position should be indispensable in 
some areas, showing excellence in 
a few niches, and part of a pool of 
talent in the free and open world.

In Central and Eastern European 
countries, digitalization and de-
mocratization walked hand in hand 
since 1989. There have been fewer 
national champions to protect from 
digital disruption. In some coun-
tries, much had to be created from 
scratch, and many of these startups 
are the digital tigers of tomorrow. 
But most importantly, we in CEE 
countries have learned that slogans, 
five-year plans, and directed devel-
opment from one center does not 
even work when trying to catch up. 
And it works even less well when 
trying to lead the way.

“Europe also likes to 
fancy itself as a rule 
maker. It cannot export 
devices, apps, or 
services, but it can be a 
rule-setter in AI, privacy, 
and robotics. Users on all 
continents could benefit 
from our GDPR.” 

“In Central and Eastern 
European countries, 
digitalization and 
democratization walked 
hand in hand since 1989. 
There have been fewer 
national champions 
to protect from digital 
disruption.” 
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The Vision and Realities 
of Europe’s Drive for 
Technological and 
Digital Sovereignty
Alena Kudzko, Research Director, GLOBSEC

While there is a general consen-
sus in the EU that the bloc needs 
to collectively do considerably 
more to enhance its technological 
and digital prowess, Central and 
Eastern Europe is taking a cautious 
approach towards defining what is 
the desirable and feasible degree 
of envisioned sovereignty, decou-
pling, and detachment — and how 
to get there. The fuzziness of the 
regional approach is undergirded 
by apprehensions related to the 
potential dismantling of ties and re-
lations that CEE, for economic and 
security reasons, cannot afford to 
sacrifice, concerns that the region 
will be unable to efficiently revamp 
its economic model, and fears that 
Western companies will benefit 
from favoritism. Instead of grand 
theoretical discussions, the region 
would prefer the EU to return to 
more banal but concrete topics that 
are targeted, among other aims, 
towards creating a proper digital 
single market and capital market 
union.

The vision of 
European digital 
and technological 
sovereignty
Europeans have come to terms with 
the fact that technology, innovation, 
and the digital economy are both of 
critical importance for a prosperous 
economy and also increasingly are 
the terrain upon which competition 
takes place among global rivals. 

The recent Huawei case under-
scored the fact that imported 
technologies often carry immense 

national security risks.27 But core 
principles are also at stake: compet-
itors like China embed different sets 
of values into their own technolo-
gies and the frameworks that gov-
ern them. Avoiding standards dic-
tated by Chinese tech providers will 
necessitate that Europe partakes 
in designing and implementing 
technological standards and rules 
regulating the digital space that 
reflect its own democratic values.

The EU’s failure to lead the first 
wave of digitalization and techno-
logical developments has contrib-
uted to the bloc taking a backseat 
to the U.S. and China, and to some 
extent forgoing innovation-steered 
economic growth altogether.28 The 
EU’s strategic vision, nonetheless, 
now appears rather clear: the bloc 
aims to set standards for the use of 
new technologies and the digital 
space that are compatible with the 
values of privacy, a free society, 
democratic freedoms, and sustain-
ability. Europe aspires to enhance 
its technological and digital capaci-
ties, including through the develop-
ment and use of its own innovations. 
The EU, moreover, is seeking to 
shield the European digital space 
from hostile and anti-democratic 
elements in the world.29

Digitalization, more broadly, pro-
vides newfound impetus to EU 
endeavors to delineate its global 
ambitions. The bloc has recently 
come to recognize its own limita-
tions in transforming the world in its 
image, especially when compared 
to the lofty expectations from the 
1990s and early 2000s. The EU’s 
transformative role on technology 

and digital norms, coupled with the 
looming green transition, howev-
er, presents a real opportunity for 
Europe to make up for lost time. 
The “Brussels effect” in global 
standard-setting holds tremendous 
promise.30 Within the digital domain, 
the EU could prove influential as a 
norm setter. 

The concept of strategic autono-
my has traditionally conveyed the 
impression that the bloc is lowering 
its ambitions by focusing solely on 
security, and consequently under-
scores a failure on the part of the 
EU to implement its global vision as 
a contemporary, post-modern, and 
transformative power.31 This need 

“The concept of 
strategic autonomy has 
traditionally conveyed 
the impression that 
the bloc is lowering its 
ambitions by focusing 
solely on security, 
and consequently 
underscores a failure 
on the part of the 
EU to implement 
its global vision as 
a contemporary, 
post-modern, and 
transformative power. 
This need not be the 
case.”
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not be the case. Properly articulat-
ed, strategic autonomy holds great 
promise. But for the promise to be 
realized, the EU must first clarify the 
types of standards and capabilities 
it needs, as well as its readiness to 
use them. 

For pragmatic pessimists (a not-un-
common breed in Europe), though, 
this ideal borders on fantasy given 
that the US and China occupy the 

“speed lane” and the bloc the “slow 
lane”. Discussions concerning the 
ultimate scale of EU ambitions and 
the most optimal way to achieve 
these aims remains wide open.

The CEE Perspective
Central Europeans are neither 
ignorant nor indifferent to global 
developments shaping discussions 
on Europe’s relations with technolo-
gy and digital matters. CEE govern-
ments are cognizant of the un-
derlying factors steering Europe’s 
prioritization of strategic autonomy 
on technological and digital issues, 
though these topics are playing out 
in a distinct way across the region.

The region, for one, is not oblivious 
to the increasing geopolitical im-
portance of technology and digital, 
and their roles as tools for wielding 
economic and political power.32 In 
light of the CEE’s history as a geo-
political playground, in fact, certain 
scenarios pertaining to technolog-
ical and global power competition 
and its implications for the region 
make countries nervous. Moscow’s 

advances, marked by the manipula-
tion of the digital information space 
and the use of cyberattacks and 
spyware, have laid bare Western 
(and regional) technological vulner-
abilities. The exploitation of tech-
nologies like facial recognition and 
the monitoring of communication 
channels similarly evoke historical 
memories of a surveillance state, 
but in a much more enhanced and 
terrifying version.

The United States, for its part, has 
been seen as a staunch ally of the 
region, though for many Europeans 
that status has been tarnished by 
four years of erratic and unpredict-
able behavior by the Trump admin-
istration. While the Biden presiden-
cy has assuaged these fears to 
some extent, disagreements remain 
on a long list of topics including 
data protection, regulation of big 
tech, and the design of rules for 
technological and digital innova-
tions that are increasingly spurring 
economic growth and reshaping 
democracies. 

For most Central and Eastern Eu-
ropeans, security concerns trump 
considerations around how to best 
arrange digital trade and regula-
tions. Paired with a pragmatic rec-
ognition of their countries’ reliance 
on American tech companies, the 
region is hesitant towards seeking 
out technological and digital sover-
eignty and decoupling from the U.S. 
in too hasty a manner. 

Technological competition between 
the U.S. and China, nevertheless, 
has reinforced Europe’s ambition to 
develop its own model. While the 
bloc has emphasized its alignment 
with the U.S. on values and support 
for the liberal rule-based interna-
tional system, the EU does not want 
to burn its bridges with Beijing 
even though Chinese assertiveness, 
recently displayed anew through 
an aggressive posture during the 
pandemic, have significantly shifted 
views in Europe.

The region, in fact, lacks a common 
position on Beijing. Eschewing Chi-
na could result in difficult-to-offset 
economic and financial losses due 
to the country’s embeddedness 
in global supply chains, and the 
attractiveness of Chinese invest-
ments (including through the 16+1 

format seen as divisive by Western 
partners) and cost-effective digital 
infrastructure solutions. 

At the same time, like elsewhere, 
disruptions in supply chains during 
the pandemic have shed light on 
the vulnerabilities of the region. 
Interdependence, though beneficial, 
needed to be combined with diver-
sification to minimize risks.

That all said, the region’s economic 
model, premised on manufacturing 
and low labor costs, is outdated 
and reforms are long overdue.33 It 
is rather old news that the region 
needs to shore up its future eco-
nomic viability by considerably pro-
gressing on innovation and digitali-
zation and embracing technological 
solutions. COVID-19, however, has 
accelerated the CEE’s timeframe for 
this economic transformation. 

“Central and Eastern 
European governments 
are cognizant of the 
underlying factors 
steering Europe’s 
prioritization of 
strategic autonomy on 
technological and digital 
issues, though these 
topics are playing out in 
a distinct way across the 
region.”

“For most Central and 
Eastern Europeans, 
security concerns 
trump considerations 
around how to best 
arrange digital trade 
and regulations. (…) 
The region is hesitant 
towards seeking out 
technological and 
digital sovereignty and 
decoupling from the U.S. 
in too hasty a manner.”
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Innovation leader

Strong Innovator

Modeate Innovator

Modest Innovator

Regional Innovation by Country  
Performance Group

Note: Countries ordered by their performance score in the European Innovation Scoreboard 2019
Source: Regional Innovation Scoreboard, European Commission, 2019, pp. 17 (table 7) 
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The region’s interpretation of global 
patterns and developments is, un-
doubtedly, linked to the perceived 
cornerstone of the CEE’s successful 
transformation following the fall of 
the iron curtain: interconnected-
ness with the world. The internet, 
technology, and trade flows are all 
associated with the introduction of 
freedoms long denied and the inte-
gration of the region as part of the 
free and developed world. Confron-
tations between the U.S. and China, 
discussions on splinternets and 
splinter-economies, and excessive 
regulation and restrictions – these 
are all processes that conflict with 
the region’s perceptions on the 
ingredients necessary for achieving 
success.

In other words, there is little, if any, 
opposition to the proposition that 
Europe needs to up its game on 
tech and digital and mitigate its 
vulnerabilities towards (hostile) out-
siders. Despite a general alignment 
on an overarching vision, profound 
differences on the approach that 
should be pursued to attain it are 
abundant. How rapidly should 
the EU proceed? By what means? 
Through what types of global 
relations and institutions? And how 
far should the bloc pursue these 
aims? CEE countries harbor special 
reservations towards the concept of 
European digital and technological 
sovereignty and the pathways put 
forward to attain it.34

Doubts pertaining to the EU’s 
“trend setter” status rank chief 
among CEE qualms. While this 
ambition is noble and worth 
pursuing over the long haul, it is 
important not to delude ourselves 
into thinking that we are already 
there. Aggressive decoupling is not 
an option in the foreseeable future 
and any interest in strategic auton-
omy should not lead to strategic 
isolation.

Numerous indicators that measure 
digital transformation and tech-
nological prowess reveal most 
CEE countries to score below the 
EU average, leading to questions 
concerning the feasibility of this 
transition and the preferred pace in 
the region. The need to play “catch 
up” underscores concerns that, if 
Europe moves towards European 
digital sovereignty too quickly and 
accelerates its decoupling from 
other global regions, CEE might not 
be able to adapt swiftly enough and 
will consequently lose out more 
than others.

There are also differences in 
economic philosophies including 
preferred pathways to success. A 
Franco-German consensus on fos-
tering an environment conducive to 
the creation of “European Champi-
ons” big enough to be globally com-
petitive has stirred suspicions about 
protectionism and distrust among 
Central Europeans. To achieve 
the necessary size and reach, the 

“CEE countries harbor 
special reservations 
towards the concept 
of European digital 
and technological 
sovereignty and the 
pathways put forward to 
attain it.. (…) Aggressive 
decoupling is not an 
option in the foreseeable 
future and any interest 
in strategic autonomy 
should not lead to 
strategic isolation.”

Country Performance group European 
Innovation Scoreboard 2019

Switzerland Innovation Leader

Sweden Innovation Leader

Finland Innovation Leader

Denmark Innovation Leader

Netherlands Innovation Leader

Luxembourg Strong innovator

Belgium Strong innovator

United Kingdom Strong innovator

Norway Strong innovator

Germany Strong innovator

Austria Strong innovator

Ireland Strong innovator

France Strong innovator

Estonia Strong innovator

Portugal Moderate innovator

Czech Republic Moderate innovator

Slovenia Moderate innovator

Cyprus Moderate innovator

Malta Moderate innovator

Italy Moderate innovator

Spain Moderate innovator

Greece Moderate innovator

Lithuania Moderate innovator

Slovakia Moderate innovator

Hungary Moderate innovator

Latvia Moderate innovator

Poland Moderate innovator

Croatia Moderate innovator

Bulgaria Modest innovator

Romania Modest innovator
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champions are likely to generally 
come from large European coun-
tries and benefit, for example, from 
subsidies and/or exemptions from 
rules on mergers. These moves 
could, in fact, inhibit a productive 
climate for innovative businesses.

Efforts to create European success 
stories, in this vein, could run con-
trary to goals to pursue stricter com-
petition policy to promote efficiency 
and economic prosperity. CEE 
countries do not believe that “cen-
tral planning” at the European level 
is the most efficient approach if the 
continent is to compete effectively 
with the U.S. and China.  Moreover, 
the region relies on small-to-medi-
um enterprises, businesses that are 
not likely to thrive in an environ-
ment fixated on celebrating global 
champions.

The region, however, is cognizant 
of unfair competitive practices prac-
ticed, for example, by China. The 
task facing Europe, consequently, is 
to calibrate its competition policy in 
a manner that both preserves the 
free market and enables European 
companies to compete globally – 
even if rules of fair competition 
and trade are not dutifully upheld 
internationally.

There are also a range of challeng-
es endemic to CEE that need to 
be overcome if the region is to be-
come fit for the EU’s geoeconomic 
strategic autonomy ambitions. Tech-
nological developments shaping 
the global agenda and economy 
are not entirely embedded into CEE 
thinking, including both integration 
and planning perspectives. Under-
standably, technologies like AI, 5G, 
and quantum computing require 
significant investments in research 
and development. CEE countries 
are small and no country in the 
region can afford to pay for a broad 
portfolio of investments matching 
those of larger countries.

Source: Regional Innovation Scoreboard, European Commission, 2019, pp. 4635

But the region is also aware that 
investing in innovation will be key 
to a post-pandemic recovery. The 
EU Recovery Fund, with its empha-
sis on a digital and green transition, 
provides an opportunity for the 
region to hasten its transformation 
in a more favorable and strategical-
ly sound direction.36 To capitalize on 
their potential, CEE countries will 

need to cultivate an entrepreneurial 
ecosystem, invest in infrastruc-
ture, think regionally, and craft a 
workforce for an innovation-driven 
economy.37

CEE will, indubitably, also be faced 
with fostering greater specializa-
tion — not necessarily a difficult 
goal. Each country already is home 
to emerging knowledge clusters 
and specializations which will allow 
them to focus their investments and 
organically benefit from specialized 
developments happening in other 
parts of the region.

The necessary, banal 
steps
What is particularly confounding in 
Europe’s discussion on technolog-
ical and digital sovereignty is the 
attention and zeal devoted to big 
ambitions and concepts (something 
that Europe is arguably not so good 
at), juxtaposed with a relative loss 
of fervor to work on, implement, 
and constantly update details and 
boring legislature that is necessary 
if the aspirations are to have a 
chance of success (something that 
the EU is typically good at).

Central Europeans are keen on see-
ing less talk and more action when 
it comes to completing unfinished 
tasks on the docket since before 
COVID hit. True, breaching divides, 
brokering compromises, and 
fine-tuning legislative details has 
never been either easy or politically 
inspiring. But Europe cannot cred-
ibly market its sizable ambitions 
if implementation plans are not 
adequately addressed.

To that end, two topline items on a 
list of unfinished business include:

Completing the Digital 
Single Market 
The incompleteness of the Digital 
Single Market is a major hurdle 
obstructing Europe’s drive towards 
achieving digital sovereignty. The 
EU was developed, to a large de-
gree, on the philosophy that a large 
and smoothly functioning market 
would augment the continent’s 
global economic power and prove a 
precondition for Europe’s ability to 

“export” its norms and regulations 
abroad. This premise is even more 
paramount in the technological 
and digital spheres. If European 
strategic autonomy starts at home,38 
digital and technological sovereign-
ty begins with a truly barrier-free 
and vibrant European single market.

Differences in national rules, 
barriers in the provision of cross 
border services, the incompatibility 
and non-transferability of nation-
al digital systems, and language 
barriers have served as only a few 
of the issues that have fragmented 
Europe and rendered conceptual 
discussions on digital sovereignty 
somewhat detached from reality. 

Getting serious about a 
Capital Markets Union 
Access to capital will be a funda-
mental component to the establish-
ment of an ecosystem that fosters 
innovation and digital enterprises. 
A Capital Markets Union is anoth-
er “old” goal that has gradually 
progressed and acquired greater 
urgency in recent years. Ensuring 
financial flows and the availability 
and flexibility of financing is critical 
not only for European companies 
to gain access to capital but also 
for them to remain in Europe 
rather than being forced to relocate 
elsewhere. This institution would 
also partially address gaps created 
through the restriction of foreign 
investments in sensitive strategic 
technological sectors.

The necessary, banal 
steps for the EU 
to achieve digital 
and technological 
sovereignty

 ● Completing the Digital 
Single Market

 ● Getting serious about a 
Capital Markets Union
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Articulating positions 
and not going it alone
CEE countries need to do a better 
job at articulating their positions 
and converting them into policy. 
Central Europe is a vast and diverse 
region, and it is understandable that 
avoiding cacophony is a challeng-
ing task. Additionally, CEE diplomats 
and negotiators are less networked 
and less embedded in European 
formal and informal institutions than 
their Western counterparts. There 
is a certain void to be filled in terms 
of fostering shared constructive 
regional views and communicating 
them effectively. 

By better engaging with like-mind-
ed countries in Europe, CEE can 
improve the prospects that its inter-
ests become reflected in European 
policies. On the technological and 
digital agenda, CEE could particular-
ly benefit through greater coordi-
nation with Nordic countries. The 
Nordics equally value robust and 
frictionless markets as an efficient 
means for achieving global compet-
itiveness. Building cross-European 
coalitions will help the region better 
articulate its opinions and lend 
it a stronger negotiating hand in 
Brussels.

Globally, the EU can hardly succeed 
lest it leverages and strengthens its 
alliances. While “strategic autono-
my” could convey the impression 
of retrenchment, its success will 
depend on Europe securing a 
wide range and diverse variety of 
partnerships.

The gap between 
the more advanced 
and least advanced 
innovators in Europe 
is continuing to grow. 
In 2011-2019, average 
innovation performance 
increased by 67% for 
all EU regions, while 
for modest innovators 
(Romania, Bulgaria) it 
increased by only 45%.



An Open and 
Economically 
Resilient 
Europe
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The Covid-19 Wake-Up Call and the 
Great European Naïveté: Navigating 
EU’s Economic Interests Between 
Openness and Protectionism Into the 
21st Century 
Aleš Chmelař, Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic 

In December 2013, when the term 
“European strategic autonomy” was 
discussed for the first time at the 
European Council, the debate 
focused almost completely on secu-
rity matters. Even in 2017, when this 
discussion was revived by French 
president Emmanuel Macron during 
his Sorbonne speech, references 
to autonomy were made only in a 
context of Europe’s capacities to 
act in its neighborhood.39 Strategic 
autonomy was born of and remains 
a security-related objective. Never-
theless, in the past two years, the 
concept has increasingly gained an 
economic underpinning.

The debate surrounding a new Eu-
ropean industrial policy, launched 
by Germany and France in February 
2019, arguably as a reaction to the 
controversial rejection by the Euro-
pean Commission of the Alstom-Sie-
mens merger, was maybe the very 
first glimmer of the emergence 
of a new tool for establishing 
strategic autonomy in economic 
affairs — an attempt to increase 
the role of European production, 
know-how, and capital power in the 
world.40 The paradox was that the 
then-developing COVID pandemic, 
while overshadowing and delaying 
further discussion on the possibility 
of EU industrial policy going in this 
direction, has put an economic spin 
to the existing concept of “strategic 
autonomy.” 

The pandemic shocked the Eu-
ropean establishment by demon-
strating that the bloc was not able 
to maintain control of key sectors 
vital to the protection of its civilian 
population. For months, Europe 
remained helpless, dependent on 

receiving respirators, ventilators, 
and other specific health-related 
goods being manufactured abroad. 
Even more damningly, Europe was 
shown to be poorly equipped to 
exert interested control even over 
vaccines invented and produced 
in Europe. As a result, vaccines 
were not only not arriving to Europe 
in contracted numbers, but were 
indeed being exported from Europe 
at the very same time. The Euro-
pean Commission’s reacted to this 
highly political issue with technical 
and legalistic disputes with license 
owners instead of resorting to a po-
litical reaction based on demands 
that rules (and its own interests) 
should be respected. 

The issue has gained even stronger 
salience as non-European govern-
ments have attempted to acquire 
European vaccine production 
capacities to guarantee exclusivity 
for themselves. The immediate 
individual actions of some member 
states’ governments to control 
their countries’ exports exposed 
the unpreparedness of the Euro-
pean framework as a whole. At 
some point, it seemed as if these 
authorities were not even sure 
whether these moves were legal, 
never mind whether they were in 
the spirit of European cooperation. 
It was evident that Europe was not 
resilient enough. 

For a long time, any ad hoc export 
limit or investment evaluation 
mechanism had been considered 
as contrary to the spirit of the EU. 
Despite stereotypes about Europe 
being less economically liberal, free 
market principles are carefully insti-
tutionalized within the EU’s single 

market. Free market principles have 
also been used as a guide for trade 
relations with non-EU countries. As 
a result, the EU remained institu-
tionally naïve for many years, as its 
competitors employed semi-pro-
tectionist principles to carve out 
preferential stances for themselves. 
In other words, the EU’s own 
adherence to the principles of free 
competition left Europe unable to 
properly react to challenges from 
predatory countries abroad, thus 
lacking control of its economic and 
health destiny during the pandemic.

While some world powers have 
de facto nationalized their vaccine 
production, satisfied their national 
needs, and are now starting to gain 
positive points in vaccine diplomacy, 
others were able to apply restrictive 
measures to achieve full national 
control. In stark contrast, Europe 
maintained its idealistic fealty to 

“The paradox was that 
the then-developing 
COVID pandemic, 
while overshadowing 
and delaying further 
discussion on the 
possibility of EU 
industrial policy going 
in this direction, has 
put an economic spin to 
the existing concept of 
“strategic autonomy.”
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market principles. One way to see 
this is that Europe has not been 
shown up by foreign powers, but 
by its own belief in the mantras of 
equal treatment and a level-playing 
field.

Its global economic competitors 
have always carefully balanced 
between their own narrow in-
terests and international rules, 
keeping the minimum adherence 
to free-trade principles necessary 
for access to other markets while 
pioneering sophisticated methods 
to channel government cash into 
major exporters and building up 
unshakable national champions 
supported, often explicitly, by 
their governments. This is not just 
an example of a sophisticated 
state-capitalism in China, where 
the separation of government and 
its global exporting companies are 
blurred, but also of other advanced 
Western economies which feature 
many channels through which 
tax-payer money flows as subsi-
dies or procurements, and where 
market-concentration rules are 
much looser than in the EU. In other 
words, non-market behavior is 
possible not just in state-capitalistic 
societies such as China, but also in 
liberal democracies, where sophis-
ticated rules, direct subsidies, and 
preferential public procurements 
stabilize large blocks of technologi-
cal and production capacities. Many 
non-European global companies 
have reaped specific rewards from 
such arrangements, rewards that 
Europe does not allow its own 
companies to realize. While other 
actors implement these measures 

largely legally with respect to the 
dictates of international law, Europe 
further restricts its behavior in strict 
adherence to values that nobody 
else is respecting.

Indeed, the core of Europe’s sup-
posed non-competitiveness might 
not be its high salaries, its respect 
for workers’ rights, or its regulatory 
schemes, as it is often portrayed 
by some, but rather its over-adher-
ence to free-trade and rules-based 
principles. It is ironic that the very 
same respect of free-trade and 
rules-based principles are often 
portrayed as a cure to Europe’s 
limited economic power in the 
world and not as one of its causes. 
In other words, Europe has been for 
long repeatedly called to solve its 
economic problems by further im-
plementing measures that created 
the problem in the first place.

But even if we fully accept the con-
cept that Europe needs to leave its 
naïveté behind and use its current 
powers in a more utilitarian way, 
how exactly can it proceed down 
that path? To some extent, it is a 
victim of its own success of unifying 
and harmonizing its internal market. 
While on the EU’s inside, rules have 
to be respected and trust needs to 
be a norm for normal functioning, 
on the outside, the environment is 
more anarchic. Resolving this diver-
gence will not be easy. Europe must 
confront these paradoxes. The Sie-
mens-Alstom merger was a case in 
point. Many in Europe realized that 
it is very difficult, if not impossible, 
to both keep up with the EU’s rules 
on market concentration while at 
the same time being able to nurture 
a company with the kind of stature 
and heft necessary to be competi-
tive on globalized markets.

This is not the only challenge. The 
question of shortening value chains, 
especially in key strategic sectors — 
an issue that is now openly debated 
as a result of the COVID pandemic 

— is highly problematic, as rules on 
the functioning of the single market 
are not fully compatible with such 
ambitions. Authoritative rules on 
specific sectors would create ques-
tions of protection of production 
only in some member states, which 
would – correctly – raise questions 
as to who is the final beneficiary of 
these ad hoc interventions. While 

today, competition and the lev-
el-playing field are principles that 
keep up a free and fair competition 
inside the EU (where, in principle, 
no one state gets preferential 
treatment), any adjustments would 
disrupt this pure logic of a theoreti-
cal equality and level-playing field. 

Arguably very few, if any, of the 
potential European champions 
and potential beneficiaries from 
shortening value chains in medical 
and other civil protection sectors 
are located in Central and Eastern 
Europe. There is widespread skepti-
cism among CEE countries towards 
rules which would be in breach of 
classical level-playing field prin-
ciples. There is an implicit fear of 
discrimination in CEE countries, 
which has created distrust towards 
non-market tools. Therefore, if 
countries, such as France and Ger-
many, continue in their discussion 
on economic strategic autonomy, 
which might require intervention by 
governments, or more specifically 
on a new industrial policy, they 
need to find transparent instru-
ments of control of these public or 
non-market interventions.

As complex as it sounds, there are 
feasible solutions, which could also 
satisfy this inherent distrust of CEE 

– and others – towards principles 
not based on level-playing field. If 
a sector or a product is to be de-
clared as critical for European stra-
tegic autonomy, it needs to become 
an object of political, and public, de-
bate on the pros and cons as well 
as on compensation mechanisms. 
There are precedents. The global 
success of Airbus – often criticized 
both within and outside the EU as 
a recipient of non-market support – 
keeps its legitimacy by having both 
its production and design part of 
a pan-European value-chain, with 
substantial subcontracting taking 
place in virtually all member states. 
If Europe wants to nurture dominant 
global companies, it will have to get 
over some of its current squeamish-
ness about market-concentration; 
but as it does so, it has to ensure 
that overall equality between mem-
ber states has not suffered. The 
same will apply for shortening value 
chains in other sectors, which could 
create undue advantages for some 
members over others. 

“If a sector or a product 
is to be declared as 
critical for European 
strategic autonomy, it 
needs to become an 
object of political, and 
public, debate on the 
pros and cons as well 
as on compensation 
mechanisms.”
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To put it most controversially, if the 
EU is to have global champions, 
they need to be truly and fully 
European in contributing to the 
development of all regions — with 
the possibility of compensation for 
potential losers of such a policy. 
The road ahead is not easy, but it is 
not completely impassable. Getting 
to the desired end state will require 
much more internal economic coop-
eration and trust between member 
states. And although achieving 
economic strategic autonomy will 
be a complex process, and though 
its realization is not guaranteed, 
success would allow the European 
economy the necessary strength, 
agility, and resilience to navigate all 
the crises that the looming future is 
sure to throw its way. 

“If the EU is to have 
global champions, they 
need to be truly and fully 
European in contributing 
to the development 
of all regions — with 
the possibility of 
compensation for 
potential losers of such a 
policy.”
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Caught Between Free 
Trade and Protectionism: 
The CEE Perspective 
on Economic Strategic 
Autonomy 
Piotr Arak, Director, Polish Economic Institute

The term “strategic autonomy” has 
been making waves across the 
European Union.41 Sometimes 
it feels like every pandemic-era 
Zoom panel has featured the new 
buzzword in one context or another. 
But what does it mean? In short, 
two things: that the European Union 
should be independent, and that 
the European Union should be 
united. It should be independent 
of other international partners such 
as the United States, China, and 
Russia, and united so that it can 
speak with one voice — so that no 
outside power could play European 
countries against each another.

Everyone agrees that the areas of 
integration should be expanded, 
and most at least grudgingly agree 
on limiting foreign competition (es-
pecially in service sectors or logis-
tics).42 The COVID-19 and the eco-
nomic crisis that followed showed 
that strategic autonomy might also 
imply focusing on improving eco-
nomic resilience (while not going so 
far as endorsing autarky).

Specifically, during the pandemic, 
it became obvious that the entire 
Union has limited stocks of critically 
important health supplies, with 
many of them no longer produced 
in Europe at all. Thus, current think-
ing about strategic autonomy is tied 
to thinking about how Europe can 
ensure its independence of supply 
of key products and raw materials, 
including microchips, medicines, as 
well as oil and gas supplies.

Central and Eastern European 
countries are particularly affected 
at this pivotal moment. On the one 
hand, pressures to rethink how the 
EU approaches trade with the rest 
of the world are presenting oppor-
tunities for these countries as sup-
ply chains are re-shored. But at the 
same time, as momentum builds 
to protect certain strategic sectors 
from competition, citizens of CEE 
countries look on with worry, both 
because bigger EU countries might 
apply double standards damaging 
prospects for their partners, but 
also because the inherent politici-
zation of protectionism could lead 
to setbacks to hard-won reforms 
at home by legitimating corruption 
and abuse of power in less devel-
oped institutions. 

The COVID Crisis 
Reshapes the Supply 
Chain Discussion
Each EU country has its own 
strategic sector, considered indis-
pensable for the wellbeing and 
prosperity of the country, its citizens, 
or the functioning of the economy. 
Typically, these sectors include: (1) 
energy production and electricity 
supply, (2) mining, transmission, 
distribution and storage of gaseous 
fuels, (3) production, transmission 
and storage of liquid fuels, (4) 
telecommunications, (5) banking 
and other financial services, (6) pro-
duction of documents and minting 
money, (7) arms production. This list 

is not exhaustive, and is changing 
as the global economy evolves.

The COVID-19 pandemic contrib-
uted to expanding the debate on 
strategic industries and the need 
to have a secure supply chain of 
certain goods. In Europe, this has 
included pharmaceuticals, medical 
equipment, and food production. 
From the perspective of CEE coun-
tries, however, other key sectors, 
such as automotive, ought to be 
included in the list. These countries 
have specialized in various aspects 
of automobile production, and the 
link between them and the German 
economy are increasingly vital to 
prosperity (the automotive sector is 
one of the biggest employers in the 
V4 countries’, accounting for 11-13 
percent of industrial employment).43

EU strategic industries 
in the times of COVID-19

 ● pharmaceutics 

 ● medical equipment

 ● food production

 ● automotive (for CEE)
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In Spring 2020 all EU countries 
(including those in CEE) banned 
exports that may become scarce 
during the pandemic. The list of 
prohibited exports included drugs, 
specific food products, medical de-
vices (especially ventilators), aprons, 
masks, gloves, medical shoe 
protectors, electronic thermometers, 
and hand-sanitizer. Overall, in 2020, 
countries across the world intro-
duced 766 interventions in trade, 
with 529 being harmful to free 
trade and 237 liberalizing.44 Most 
European countries introduced 
10-50 export bans on certain goods, 
and then lifted them as the global 
economy stabilized. The pandemic 
showed, however, that without Chi-
nese supplies, Europe cannot even 
produce ventilators. 

Source: Global Trade Allert, Global Dynamics, May 202145

Chinese production accounts for 
one third of generic active pharma-
ceutical ingredients, and even be-
fore the outbreak, there had been 
growing calls from member states 
for European strategic autonomy in 
the pharmaceutical manufacturing 
industry. France, always particularly 
strong in the sector, was looking to 
re-shore some of its supply chains 
from Asia to Europe. 

The trend towards re-shoring, how-
ever, predates the pandemic and 
extends beyond just the healthcare 
industry. According to a database 
created by European Reshoring 
Monitor, between 2015 and 2018, 
around half, (95 out of 218) of all 
instances of manufacturing industry 
reshoring were from Asia back to 
Europe.1 Of these 95 cases, 78 
percent involved a move back from 
China to Europe. Most companies 
chose to re-shore to their home 
countries, mainly in Western Europe, 
instead of to CEE countries. As a 
matter of fact, out of the 95 cases, 
only nine of them re-shored to a 
different European country than 
their home country.

CEE was the main destination 
for those companies reshoring 
elsewhere than to their home 
country. Out of the nine cases that 
re-shored to a different European 
country, seven, all of which were in 
the electronic machinery manu-
facturing sector, were relocated to 
Poland, Romania, Czech Repub-

1 These were labor-intensive sectors of industry, specifically, electronic and machinery (28%), apparel and leather manufacturing (14%), and auto-
mobile manufacturing (13%).

lic, Hungary, and Slovakia. Cost 
reduction in the face of increasing 
wages in China, and enhancing 
the efficiency through a shortened 
delivery distance were the main 
motives behind the reshoring. 

Not Every Company is 
for Sale
During the pandemic, some EU 
countries introduced laws that 
gave their governments enhanced 
powers to scrutinize transactions 
that could impact national security. 
Amid concerns that Chinese state-
owned groups could exploit the cri-
sis to snap up European groups on 
the cheap, the European Commis-
sion had no problem with EU states 
taking stakes in companies to stave 
off the threat of Chinese takeovers.

This trend was particularly pro-
nounced in CEE countries. Poland, 
for example, gave the country’s 
competition authority the power to 
block non-EU companies from tak-
ing stakes of more than ten percent 
in businesses deemed to be pro-
viding critical infrastructure, goods, 
or services for a period of two 
years. And Poland was not alone in 
looking for ways to block foreign 
takeovers of companies flattened 
by COVID-19. Romania blocked 
sales of state-owned enterprises 
and Slovakia introduced screening 
of direct investments under which 

“CEE was the main 
destination for those 
companies reshoring 
(…). Out of the nine 
cases that re-shored to 
a different European 
country, seven  (…) 
were relocated to 
Poland, Romania, Czech 
Republic, Hungary and 
Slovakia.”
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they could block risky Chinese 
capital entering the country. 

CEE companies proved to be far 
more vulnerable to predatory Chi-
nese capital during the downturn 
than their Western European peers. 
Many of these companies were 
founded in the 30 years since the 
collapse of communism, means that 
they tend to be younger, and there-
fore smaller than other European 
strategic assets. Falls on CEE stock 
exchanges — blue-chip indexes 
lost almost a quarter of their value 
during the first wave of the pandem-
ic — were amplified by drops in the 
non-euro currencies, rendering the 
potential targets especially cheap. 

Still, the danger exists that by 
empowering member nations to 
take these kinds of steps, local CEE 
elites could take advantage for their 
own ends, opening the door to the 
kinds of corruption and abuse of 
power that reformers have been 
fighting for decades. 

Trade Reciprocity with 
China
The European Commission has 
postponed the ratification process 
of the EU-China Comprehensive 
Investment Agreement (CAI). China 
imposed sanctions on several 
high-profile politicians and academ-
ics, triggering a reaction among 
member states that ultimately 
halted the political process. The 
agreement was mostly being driven 
by Western countries. CEE coun-
tries were not as optimistic, since it 
did not provide direct access to the 
Chinese market. Without reciprocity 
rules in place, CEE leaders were 
convinced China would act as it had 
in the past. 

China has pledged to cut tariffs, but 
these are still too high. In 1992, its 
average customs duty rate was 
32.2 percent, much higher than the 
global one at the time (7.2 percent). 
After joining the WTO in 2001, 
China’s tariffs fell to 7.7 percent, but 
have remained largely unchanged 
since. From 2003 to 2018, they 
averaged 4.8 percent, while the av-
erage for the WTO was 2.6 percent 
during the same period. 

China’s development strategy is 
predicated on boosting exports, 

so the government supported it 
through, inter alia, subsidies, tax 
breaks, and cheap loans. For years, 
China has prioritized domestic 
production, and has forced foreign 
companies operating in its territo-
ry to purchase components from 
local suppliers. Beijing favors the 
export of finished products and 
consequently introduces taxes and 
quotas to restrict access to its raw 
materials. 

China’s failure to comply with WTO 
rules is reflected in the number of 
arbitration proceedings filed against 
it. From 2002 to 2020, Beijing was 
a party to 68 disputes: 22 times 
as complainant and 46 times as 
defendant, making it the third most 
active member of such proceedings. 
20 years after joining the Organiza-
tion, China still has the status of a 
non-market economy. 

Conclusions and 
Recommendations
While it’s true that each EU member 
state has its own national interest, 
these sometimes obscure the larger, 
broader European interest, espe-
cially at times of crisis. It’s important 
to remember that strategic consid-
erations are not only about war and 
peace, but also about money and 
influence. CEE countries in partic-
ular find themselves trapped be-
tween protectionism and free trade 
at this pivotal post-COVID moment, 
with temptations of protectionism 
and go-it-alone deal-making with 
outside actors like China looming 
large.

CEE leaders need to first and 
foremost recognize that the Chi-
nese-led 17+1 project is a façade 
for Chinese influence within the 
greater EU. CEE countries could 
theoretically be articulating their 
common interests in a more coor-
dinated manner to influence the 
broader EU on issues of trade, but 
at this current moment and in this 
framework, this won’t work. CEE 
countries do not have a single inter-
est, and in fact when countries like 
Hungary try to use direct links with 
Beijing to their advantage, they are 
disadvantaging the whole commu-
nity. The best for the region would 
be to have an EU-wide strategic 
approach towards China. 

As Europe works to refashion the 
CAI in a way that is more broadly 
advantageous to it as a whole, CEE 
leaders must think about how their 
countries can be competitive if Bei-
jing makes concessions. China has 
an attractive and enormous internal 
market, and if future agreements 
succeed in properly opening it up 
to European competition, market 
access to products from CEE has to 
be part of the picture. While West-
ern European investors are looking 
for capital projects in the Middle 
Kingdom, CEE should be building 
export capacity in food-products, 
furniture, or other micro-markets 
that could be boosted because 
of the size of the rising Chinese 
middle-class. 

Similarly, there is an opportunity 
with the Europe-wide push for 
re-shoring for CEE countries to 
reinforce that they stand ready to 
step up as a Europe-wide industrial 
strategy is put into place. At the 
same time, they should be insisting 
that this policy does not end up as 
a free-for-all, wherein the largest 
countries reap all the benefits of 
re-shoring.

Finally, it’s important to remember 
that discussion of trade cannot be 
had in a vacuum. International trade 
works because the norms and 
principles on which it is based are 
ultimately underwritten by US mili-
tary might. The EU currently has no 
such capacity, and will not be able 
to build enough in time to make a 
difference to its immediate eco-
nomic future. That means that any 
big strategic moves will need to be 
coordinated with the United States 
in one way or another. For all the 
talk of finding a balance between 
China and the United States on 
trade issues, at the end of the day 
Europe cannot go it alone.



Concluding Remarks
The message that emerges from 
this survey of voices from Central 
and Eastern Europe (CEE) talking 
about “strategic autonomy” is one 
of both caution and ambition. No 
contributor to this paper denies 
the reality of the current moment: 
however you come to define the 
term, and in whatever context you 
choose to talk about it — foreign 
policy, security, digital, trade — it is 
clear that the world has changed 
significantly, and that “business as 
usual” is a nonstarter for the EU. 
Four years of President Donald 
Trump’s blunt treatment of U.S. al-
lies, followed by the consequences 
of the COVID crisis which exposed 
dramatic industrial and medical 
dependencies on the continent, 
have made one thing clear: Europe 
needs to start thinking, and acting, 
for itself. But how? And how far 
should it go? Central and Eastern 
Europe has a critical role in shaping 
this conversation.

CEE countries feel particularly 
exposed at this pivotal moment. 
Vulnerable to the Russian threat, 
and conscious of the continent’s 
recent history, they have frequently 
been among the loudest voices for 
transatlanticism. The countries on 
Europe’s eastern flank understand 
viscerally what their partners to 
the West have for decades taken 
for granted: that their security and 
self-determination is ultimately 
underwritten by American pow-
er. Early talk of the 21st century 
being “European” — which is to 
say multilateralist, values-based, 
and post-sovereign — must have 
sounded more like a fantasy than a 
prophecy across CEE.

Paradoxically, it is this same sense 
of vulnerability, grounded in a real-
istic assessment of threats and chal-
lenges, that has now seeped into 
the consciousness of “old” Europe, 
and is helping drive the debate on 
strategic autonomy. Trump may be 
gone, but Europeans will not, nor 
should they, forget the warning he 
represented.

Worse still, now with the distrac-
tions of Trump’s tirades no longer 
clouding Europeans’ vision, they 
recall that America’s priorities had 
started to shift well before the 2016 
elections. For all of President Joe 
Biden’s stated determination to 
repair trust with allies shredded by 
his predecessor, it’s clear that the 
Europe portfolio will be low on the 
ambitious to-do list of this admin-
istration. Domestic issues, China, 
climate change, and the Middle 
East all have priority of place.

But even if there is now con-
vergence over a perception of 
vulnerability, the historical experi-
ence of CEE countries continues to 
shape their reaction to the current 
moment. While all of Europe now 
shares a diagnosis of the predica-
ment it finds itself in, CEE leaders 
and thinkers are more cautious in 
their approach going forward. As 
the contributions suggest, perhaps 
the United States can’t be relied on 
uncritically to provide security in 
perpetuity, but that does not mean 
that Europe should therefore lurch 
towards building up independent 
defense capacities, capacities that 
will on one hand remain insufficient 
in deterring Russia for the foresee-
able future, and that on the other 
may alienate Americans further 
right now. Yes, Europe must chart 
its own way on trade and digital 
issues, but it must do so in the spirit 
of innovation and openness, not 
one of protectionism and regulation.

Some of the contributors to this 
collection cite French President Em-
manuel Macron’s Sorbonne speech 
of 2017 as an inflection point in the 
debate about strategic autonomy. 
On the one hand, it made the term 
ubiquitous; on the other, for many 
contributors, it set unrealistic or 
misguided expectations. Like many 
significant speeches, this one has 
been partly mischaracterized ever 
since it was originally delivered. 
Macron clearly calls for developing 

“autonomous operating capabilities, 
in complement to NATO.” It is above 
all a call for more defense spending 

— something that no serious analyst 
would deny that Europe needs — to 

be complemented by the develop-
ment of a common strategic culture 
and doctrine for intervention in 
crises that the United States will 
not involve itself in, specifically in 
North Africa and the Middle East. 
But, more importantly, Macron’s 
speech was as much a vision as it 
was an invitation to a pan-European 
conversation: others should come 
in and shape it, rather than ignore it. 
We are hoping the present volume 
contributes in an original way to 
such a conversation.

The challenge ahead of us is largely 
political. CEE countries are rightly 
wary that pursuing an agenda of 
strategic autonomy too hastily can 
be dangerous. At worst, they worry 
it is an excuse for “old” Europe to 
pursue its own policies, and defend 
its own business interests, at their 
expense. But given the conver-
gence in analysis as to the challeng-
es facing Europe today, it appears 
that making progress on next steps 
is a matter of confidence-building. 
European politicians, especially 
western European politicians, need 
to be keenly sensitive to the input 
coming from their partners in the 
east. Their warnings are born out of 
painful practical historical experi-
ence, both political and economic, 
and must shape the debate on the 
future of Europe.

Europe today teeters at an inflec-
tion point, balancing between the 
past and a pregnant future. It can-
not balance forever. The indetermi-
nacy of the future is daunting, but 
one can’t go backwards. The only 
choice is to move ahead. One is re-
minded of the famous quote at the 
end of Samuel Beckett’s novel, The 
Unnamable: “I can’t go on. I go on.”
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