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Agenda item 9

EU foreign policy in a new geopolitical reality, with Iratxe García Pérez and Marie-Agnes Strack-Zimmermann, Members of the European Parliament; Fabian Zuleeg, Chief Executive and Chief Economist at the European Policy Centre; and Pierre Haroche, Associate Researcher of Defence at the Institute Jacques Delors and Senior Lecturer at the Catholic University of Lille
 




EESC president Oliver Röpke asked the Committee to turn to agenda item 9 – the debate on EU foreign policy in a new geopolitical reality. 

Mr Röpke opened the debate by stating that when it came to war and other threats Europe was facing, such as the challenges of tariffs, Europe needed to stand united. He stressed how the EESC played a crucial role because of the importance of civil society. He noted that the task was clear: to take a sober look at the new geopolitical terrain. He highlighted how, with the dialogue the EESC was able to facilitate between institutions across Europe, and with partners internationally, the Committee was well placed to take stock of these challenges and contemplate ways forward.

Mr Röpke opened the floor up for interventions from the members of the Ad Hoc Group on the New Geopolitical Order. 

In his reflection paper, Winand Quaedvlieg (NL-I) highlighted that the EU was confronted with a new reality of war, including the risk of further conflict on European soil. He discussed the destabilisation of democracy, both internally and externally, as well as the end of the economic global order that had been in place since WW2. The decision to set up the group had been based on the conviction that this new paradigm would have profound consequences for all areas of activity relating to the EESC’s advisory role. EU policy-makers urgently needed to build up the capacity to defend the EU and democracy, and sharpen the EU’s agenda in order to enhance global competitiveness. The European project had always had two dimensions: it had been a peace initiative, and it had been a political project to create a barrier against Russian expansionism. Quaedvlieg stressed that, while the scope of the issue was vast, the goal was not to present a detailed report, but to offer a catalogue of questions to guide future work.

Sophia Reisecker (AT-II) introduced two models and the questions raised within them. Regarding the social model, she emphasised that Europe was in a relatively good situation compared to other countries and continents. However, when considering the numbers, such as the figure of one in four children being at risk of poverty or social exclusion, it was clear that Europe had not yet reached its peak when it came to social development. She raised the critical question of whether one could afford to invest in social issues today, given the need to invest in defence. Conversely, she questioned whether one could afford not to invest in social issues, particularly in the education and upskilling of young people and adults. In the age of globalisation, trade and prosperity, Europe had realised that its dependencies increased risks. There were significant shortcomings to address, and Ms Reisecker asked how Europe could balance open economies with the need for strategic autonomy. On defence, she questioned whether the EU needed its own army, and, if so, asked who would be in charge of its capacities. She also touched on the environment, noting that the livelihoods of Europeans depended on the quality of the environment.

Elena-Alexandra Calistru (RO-III) emphasised that the EU project deserved a clear commitment. The current geopolitical reality forced the EU to ask whether it had the agility to respond effectively to the changing landscape. Ms Calistru pointed out that autocratic regimes had weaponised misinformation and other tactics to destabilise democracies. She argued that the EU did not have to choose between cooperation or competition, emphasising that a social market economy must be maintained. This economy provided the framework for Europe to respond to both internal and external challenges, while also fostering both cooperation and competition.

The floor was then opened up for guest interventions.

Iratxe García Pérez highlighted the major new challenges facing Europe, with one of the main ones being understanding that the geopolitical order and international system had changed dramatically. However, she highlighted that it was also a time of opportunity and a chance to look at things differently, rethink strategies and strengthen unity. One of the EU’s main partners, the USA, was turning its back on democratic values in favour of a world where ‘might is right’, with the result that today’s global context was being framed as a choice between democracy and autocracy. The EU, she stressed, must take responsibility in defending democracy and inspiring peace, as well as in defending the unique European socioeconomic model. She called for efforts to fight against unfair tariffs and protect European industry, workers and consumers, as well as for necessary countermeasures to be taken to ensure a fair, balanced and diversified trade system. The EU could not remain isolated in the world. Collaboration was needed across many areas. Mercosur, CETA, etc, could all be concluded to Europe’s benefit. 

Ms García Perez emphasised that the EU must not remain solely an economic power, but that it also needed to defend its values militarily, promoting a robust common defence and security policy. However, European security should not be looked at solely through the traditional lens of war and defence spending. Security was an element of social cohesion. Citizens needed to feel safe in their rights and access to services. While it was necessary to devote more resources to defence, digital, etc, this should not be to the detriment of other social policies that had made Europe unique until now. 

Marie-Agnes Strack-Zimmermann emphasised that the security of Europe also meant the security of Ukraine. Without it, social wellbeing, prosperity, the rule of law and democracy would not survive. Even before the Russian attack on Ukraine, Europe’s role on the world stage was being eroded by other global threats such as Russia’s aggression, China’s growing assertiveness, and unrest in Africa and the Middle East, particularly in Gaza, through unified action. She criticised the weakening of transatlantic ties, particularly during Donald Trump’s presidency, and called for a more cohesive and stronger Europe. Urging Member States to shift from rhetoric to action, she advocated for concrete defence cooperation through efforts like the White Paper on European Defence and the Rearm Europe Plan. She noted the European Parliament’s backing of an enhanced European Defence Industry Programme (EDIP), emphasising the importance of joint procurement and strategic autonomy. She warned that funding under the SAFE instrument needed to strengthen Europe’s own defence industry rather than increasing its dependency on non-EU providers. She emphasised the need for long-term defence planning, stable investment and committed government procurement. 

Ms Strack-Zimmermann outlined three priorities: 1) addressing key capability gaps, enhancing coordination with NATO and other defence agencies to avoid overlap and duplication, and ensuring transparent, EU-aligned financing; 2) reaffirming Ukraine’s key role in European security and integrating Ukraine’s defence sector into the EU framework; 3) while security demanded financial commitment, it was essential in order to protect Europe’s freedom and way of life. To foster greater collaboration, she planned to convene the first joint meeting of the European Parliament and national defence committees in the autumn. She also stressed that it was necessary to be honest with European citizens and to overcome divisions between Member States.

Fabian Zuleeg opened by warning that Europe was entering a dangerous new era, which threatened its prosperity, sustainability, security and democracy. He cautioned against ‘progress illusions’, stating that, while some progress has been made, it was not nearly enough in terms of scale or urgency. Immediate and wide-ranging action was necessary to address short-term concerns, while long-term challenges would demand even more effort and commitment. Mr Zuleeg did not shy away from naming Donald Trump as a direct threat to Europe, multilateralism and democratic institutions, warning that more serious consequences could still emerge. He called for stronger support for Ukraine and argued that Europe must prepare for war in order to effectively deter it, noting that Russia was already engaging in hybrid warfare against the West.

With respect to the internal situation, Mr Zuleeg urged Europe to confront its own vulnerabilities and resist lowering ambitions in the name of superficial unity. He advocated forming coalitions that included countries outside the EU as a difficult but necessary strategy. Substantial increases in defence spending were deemed essential, despite the political cost of difficult trade-offs. He concluded by warning that failure to act could result in disastrous outcomes, such as Russian aggression in the Baltics or the collapse of NATO, emphasising that decisive action was crucial for the future of Europe.

Pierre Haroche supported the remarks of Mr Zuleeg, arguing that hesitation and lack of ambition would only embolden Russia and risk fuelling internal division within the EU. A failure to act might lead some Member States to lean toward neutrality or even rapprochement with Moscow. According to Mr Haroche, weakness could be perceived as a green light for aggression; deterrence through strength was therefore essential.

Mr Haroche made two main points. First, he proposed a joint EU defence budget. Drawing a parallel with the EU’s joint COVID-19 vaccine procurement, he criticised the current defence procurement system as slow and ineffective. Second, he noted that NATO’s ability to support Ukraine was limited by US hesitations, urging the EU to take a stronger strategic role along its eastern flank and to begin viewing Ukraine as a future ally. He suggested that Ukraine’s counteroffensive capabilities in the south could become more decisive than future US involvement.

A debate followed with EESC members

Séamus Boland (IE-III) emphasised that the EU was the only trading bloc left committed to values, international agreements and the edicts of the WTO, and where people still strived for guaranteed rights and democracy. He highlighted the importance of defence preparedness, which should be crucial for the overall preparedness of citizens. He noted that civil society functioned in a way that reflected the EU’s commitment to transparency and democratic governance. The EU had the potential to be strong and needed to be. It was important never to forget: ‘we are the European Union’. 

Stefano Mallia (MT-I) started by noting that a new unpleasant era had begun, characterised by economic coercion, increasing use of military force and democratic backsliding. He stated that Europe needed to carry its weight when it came to global security; strategic autonomy was needed, but the EU could not isolate itself from other allies either. He questioned how the EU could pursue greater strategic autonomy and defence without weakening the transatlantic relationship?

Lucie Studničná (CZ-II) highlighted that the EU’s social model was an integral part of a cohesive strategy. In response to recent global developments, there was a need to update the social contract. As defence spending increased, questions arose as to whether this would lead to cuts in social investment. She emphasised that Europe needed to address challenges beyond traditional military threats. Effective responses required not just cooperation, but increased trust between governments and social counterparts. She raised the question of whether the EU needed stronger safety nets to guarantee social protections and investments, and asked how it would be possible to prepare citizens, sustain them and prevent them from slipping into poverty if social investments were cut.

José Ignacio Salafranca Sanchez-Neyra (ES-I) stated that, over the last 35 years, Europe had lacked real autonomy in defence policy, with much of the focus still on the transatlantic alliance. He stressed that, while the transatlantic alliance with the USA remained important, it was dangerous to be an enemy and equally fatal to be too close a friend. He stated that the EU’s position had been weakened due to a lack of resources, political will and unity among Member States.

Martin Hosták (SK-I) highlighted that the EU had been stagnating behind the USA and China, consequently losing competitiveness. The EU had shown naivety and needed to be more pragmatic, for example by working on trade agreements with other countries. He noted the EU needed to understand that change would come through action, not just words.

Peter Schmidt (DE-I) raised concerns about energy and food security, questioning whether the EU was truly resilient. He also further asked if the EU had the necessary tools to strengthen itself and whether enough was being done. Mr Schmidt acknowledged that the EU was one of the biggest donors when it came to food security, but questioned whether this would be sustainable in the future. He noted that civil society was at risk, stressing that the EESC was the perfect platform for discussion and must continue to be. 

Alessandro Mostaccio (IT-III) argued that the current approach had shown its limits and that serious institutional and constitutional reforms were needed, for example regarding the current unanimity voting procedure.

In conclusion, Pierre Haroche responded that, indeed, Europe’s stance on alliances, defence of its interests and social model were all high on the agenda in the European Parliament. He stated that the Trump administration’s impact was temporary, and that future administrations would aim to revive the transatlantic relationship. He emphasised the need to negotiate Europe’s values and protect what had made the EU strong, arguing for increased defence budgets and the need to explain this investment to citizens. On the rise of far-right populism, Mr Haroche warned that neglecting the social model could create fertile ground for these movements, further stressing the importance of supporting NGOs and civil society, as actions against them could undermine EU policies.

Marie-Agnes Strack-Zimmermann concluded by mentioning that security and defence went beyond the military and included food, energy and environmental security. She criticised the EU’s silence when attacks on Ukraine had occurred previously, such as in 2014 with Crimea, noting that Vladimir Putin had felt emboldened to attack Ukraine again. She drew attention to the severe human rights abuses in Ukraine, such as rape and kidnapping, and emphasised the importance of the EU’s peace project. She warned about the limited resources available to deal with global challenges. While not neglecting social issues, she stressed the need for EU Member States to come together to trust and support the EU’s decisions, also stressing the importance of transparent spending.

Fabian Zuleeg responded to EESC members’ remarks by stating that the next generation would suffer if action was not taken now. Liberal democracies were becoming a minority, and the EU needed to take significant action, which would come with real risks and costs. The EU needed to provide real answers to countries that had applied for membership – Ukraine was unlikely to join NATO, but it could join the EU. He highlighted that the EU could not afford to let Ukraine’s borders be changed by force, as it would also affect Europe. He emphasised that internal reforms within the EU were needed to address the EU's difficulties and inefficiency in decision-making. He also noted that the tariff agenda would not disappear; Europe needed to face it as it would hit hard, especially given its dependence on an open global market. Lastly, when it came to funding, it might be possible to find synergies in some areas such as defence funding in order to increase competitiveness in technology. However, Europe needed to be more honest with its citizens about cuts and spending. It would require sacrifices. 

Winand Quaedvlieg noted that there were opportunities, but that these would not come without sacrifices. Donald Tusk had said during his visit to London that there was something wrong with the EU’s ‘arithmetic’. He questioned the EU’s approach, highlighting that the EU’s strength should enable it to stand on its own without relying on external powers.

Elena-Alexandra Calistru ended by noting that times were changing, and that Europe needed to change with them. She highlighted how the Roman Empire had not fallen because the barbarians grew stronger overnight; it had fallen as a result of its own success. Prosperity, a strong army and active citizens had once been the foundation of strength, but even they had not been able to prevent its fall. Europeans today had the luxury of avoiding such a fate. It would not be the USA or other allies that would determine the EU’s future; it would be the EU’s own strong economies and its citizens.
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