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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF FINAL CONCLUSIONS
 � The European Union (EU) security architecture is 

continuously evolving and that process will not soon 
cease.

 � Strategic autonomy is here to stay but the 
administration of President Joe Biden will steer its 
development towards more openness.

 � The door remains open to third country participation 
in principle yet the extent to which this involvement 
can take place in practice remains to be determined.

 � Third country access to EU institutions will be 
governed by specific rules pertaining to each 
institution but flexible formats will be explored as an 
alternative.

 � Third country participation will enhance overall 
security especially through contributions to 
confronting hybrid and emerging challenges.

 � Both the EU and non-EU NATO allies can benefit 
from cooperation in security and defence, particularly 
regarding information sharing and military, 
technological and industrial capabilities.

 � Participation in a multitude of regional initiatives 
can drain the resources of third countries and 
consequently should be avoided.

 � Cooperation is valued and third countries should not 
postpone potential participation if the political will for 
it exists.

 � Transatlantic relations will play a role in the further 
development of the European Defence Fund EDF, 
though it is too early to forecast with absolute certainty 
the likely effects of the Biden presidency therein.

 � Against this backdrop, several factors underpin a 
favourable outlook for Norway’s access to the EU’s 
security architecture:

•  Norway is a European NATO ally whose location, 
as an Arctic nation, is pivotal to EU interests. 

•  The country has a track record of constructive 
engagement with EU institutions including 
through its participation in the single market 
via the European Economic Area (EEA) and the 
Schengen Area. 

•  Oslo maintains relatively small but effective 
expeditionary forces and assets that have been 
previously tested in the Balkans, Afghanistan and 
the MENA region. 

•  Norway’s participation in EU defence initiatives 
can bring added value to EU capabilities in 
the “Great North”, maritime security and the 
confronting of non-conventional challenges 
originating from innovative technologies and 
climate change.  
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INTRODUCTION
Undergirded by a confluence of internal (rising 
Euroscepticism and growing public prioritization of security-
related issues) and external (Brexit and the presidency of 
Donald Trump) factors, European defence cooperation has 
progressed considerably since 2014. The EU has indeed 
proven itself to be more active and agile in leveraging 
a coherent set of tools to streamline collaboration. This 
includes through new EU initiatives such as Permanent 
Structured Cooperation (PESCO), the European Defence 
Fund (EDF), the Capability Development Plan (CDP) and 
the Coordinated Annual Review of Defence (CARD). 
These programmes, in turn, facilitate defence planning 
(CARD) and capability development (PESCO) and provide 
a supportive financial instrument (EDF).  
 
The closest partners of the EU, including Norway, the UK 
and the US, generally support this expansion of European 
competencies in security and defence. These countries 
and the EU, in fact, share similar views on pertinent topics 
of the day (e.g. Russia’s approach towards Ukraine and 
the EU sanctions policy). It is important, nonetheless, for 
EU partners to ensure that the developments pose no 
negative repercussions for their own defence and security 
relations with the bloc. Exclusion of third parties could, in 
fact, be detrimental to all, resulting in suboptimal outcomes. 
This could be felt, for example, in terms of capabilities and 
the duplication of numerous defence policy elements. 
It is indeed essential to verify that European military-
political structures do not duplicate or undermine NATO 
but rather serve to strengthen the European pillar of 
NATO. Third party cooperation on some (yet not all) 
of the EU´s PESCO projects, meanwhile, promises to 
benefit transatlantic industrial synergies now and into the 
future. This collaboration could also contribute to further 
constructive dialogues (e.g. on the future of European 
defence) between the EU and its central partners. 
 
This report forms part of the project “Enhanced European 
Opportunity Partners in the EU’s Defence and Security 
Initiatives: Study case of Norway” and aims to study the 
potential risks and opportunities in the area of defence for 
Europe and its implications for Norwegian security and 
defence policy. The predictions formulated in 2019 as 
part of the project have been generally supported by the 
evolving course of events. This is exemplified, for example, 
in the successful progress of EU defence cooperation and 
the permitting of third country participation as part of these 
emerging structures. The (NATO allies oriented) concept of 
inclusivity is being put in place either selectively (excluding 
Turkey) or universally. EU partners, furthermore, indeed 
bided their time and pursued an approach of strategic 
patience until third country arrangements were developed 
at the EU level. 

However, contrary to what we predicted, a “how-to” style 
list of concrete proposals on including and involving 
third parties failed to materialize. In fact, no new PESCO 
projects were put forward in 2020 (the first time that 
deliberation and review prevailed over the advancement of 
concrete initiatives). The COUNCIL DECISION establishing 
the general conditions under which third States could 
exceptionally be invited to participate in individual PESCO 
projects (2020/1639) merely set out criteria for inclusion. 
It is, nonetheless, apparent that the current list of PESCO 
projects has not proven particularly alluring including 
arguably even within the EU itself.

The findings of this report are based on desk research, 
discussions with key stakeholders during four closed-
door roundtables and 35 expert interviews (face to face, 
online calls and written exchanges) conducted between 
March 2020 – January 2021. The interviews shed light on 
attitudes within different 20 European countries as such: 
Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia, 
Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, 
Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Spain, 
Sweden, Switzerland, the UK and EU-affiliated institutions.
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EUROPEAN SECURITY ARCHITECTURE: 
OPENING THE DOOR TO EU PARTNERS

Three converging dynamics which have shaped European security architecture

1.
Uncertainty about commitment of 
Donald Trump’s administration to 

the security of European allies

2.
Brexit has removed UK’s 

longstanding reluctance to 
advancement of European 

defence outside NATO

3.
COVID-19 pandemic has exposed 

EU vulnerabilities

1 Council Decision (CFSP) 2017/2315 of 11 December 2017 establishing permanent structured cooperation (PESCO) and determining the list of participating 
Member States.
2 Council Conclusions 8792/20 of 17 June 2020 on Security and Defence.
3 This first annual Strategic Foresight Report, Strategic Foresight - Charting the course towards a more resilient Europe, European Commission, 9 September 
2020.

European Defence has been a work in progress, growing 
in stature particularly since the establishment of the EU’s 
permanent structured cooperation (PESCO) instrument 
in late 20171. Having been included as a priority in Ursula 
von der Leyen’s vision of a “geopolitical” Commission, 
the process accelerated throughout 2020, the Covid-19 
pandemic notwithstanding. Recent developments have 
been underpinned by three converging dynamics: 
heightened uncertainty during Trump’s presidency on the 
ironclad commitment of the US to the security of European 
allies; the muting, following Brexit, of the UK’s longstanding 
recalcitrance to the development of European defence 
outside NATO structures; the pandemic-induced exposure 
of a range of EU vulnerabilities. Paradoxically, Covid-19 has 
acted as a security and defence catalyst by pressing the 
EU to confront gaps in resilience and self-reliance. 

Covid-19 has acted as a security and defence 
catalyst by pressing the EU to confront the 
challenge of resilience and self-reliance.

Continued development of the EU security architecture 
will now fall within the scope of the bloc’s endeavour of 
pursuing “strategic autonomy”, encompassing industrial 
and technological dimensions that stretch far beyond 
defence and military. However, two items temper this 
lofty aim. Firstly, European security remains fundamentally 
dependent on NATO; grandstanding notwithstanding, 
European defence will remain “complementary” to Atlantic 
security for the foreseeable future. Secondly, the EU’s 
economic structure, technological means and industrial 
base are inextricably interwoven with those of its Western 
counterparts, in particular the United States, other NATO 

allies and/or members of the European Economic Area 
(EEA). The EU, therefore, needs to square “autonomy” with 
openness. On defence and security matters, this balancing 
act pertains to its relationship with numerous organisations 
(NATO first and foremost but also the United Nations (UN), 
the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe 
(OSCE) and regional organisations) and individual partners. 
Maintaining and developing these partnerships was, in 
fact, underlined in the European Council decision 8910/20 
(June 2020). The final section (Reinforcing Partnerships, 
paragraphs 22-25) reiterates the EU’s willingness for 
“further developing the partnerships with international and 
core regional partner organisations, as well as with partner 
countries”2. This implies, in EU-speak, a trajectory towards 
“open strategic autonomy”.

Open strategic autonomy is defined as the 
EU’s commitment to open and fair trade, 
preserving the benefits of an open economy 
and supporting partners around the world to 
lead the renewed and reinvigorated form of 
multilateralism the world needs. At the same 
time, the EU is aware of the need to reduce 
its dependency and strengthen its security 
of supply across key technologies and value 
chains.
Source: Strategic Foresight Report, The European Commission, September 
20203

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32017D2315
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/44521/st08910-en20.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/strategic_foresight_report_2020_1.pdf
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Source: Standard Eurobarometer 93, October 2020.

4 Howorth J. Future of Europe: For a True European Defence Union, the Wilfried Martens Centre for European Studies, 2017.
5 Europeans’ opinions about the European Union’s priorities, Standard Eurobarometer 93, October 2020, pp.120.
6 Latici T., Implementation of the common security and defence policy, EPRS, Europian Parliament, January 2021.
7 Howorth J. Future of Europe: For a True European Defence Union, the Wilfried Martens Centre for European Studies, 2017.

There are four reasons why the prospects of achieving 
an integrated, possibly autonomous, European defence 
union are higher today than a couple years ago. The 
first concerns a changing geopolitical environment. 
Destabilization and uncertainty around Europe’s 
surroundings have given new impetus to the need for 
common European defence. European defence, secondly, 
is now buttressed by a stronger institutional framework 
and buy-in from policymakers and the public alike. With 
European citizens on board with the idea of a high level of 
defence integration at the European level and European 
leaders acknowledging “relatively unambiguously 
that ‘national sovereignty’ in this policy area is largely 
mythical”4, progress will continue. A majority in every EU 
Member State indeed support a common EU defence 
and security policy, with backing for “a common defence 
and security policy among EU Member States” receiving 
between 71 percent and 78 percent since 2004, according 
to Eurobarometer surveys5.

Thirdly, in a rapidly evolving and unpredictable post-COVID 
19 world, the EU is eager to increase ‘its global presence 
and ability to act’6 with a unified voice on the global stage. 
Accordingly, the main EU institutions have indicated 
their support for a more effective common security and 
defence policy (CSDP). Finally, there seems to be less 
disagreement on security issues between Member States. 
There is a narrowing gulf, for example, between Germany 
and France, two countries that had previously assumed 
different stances on security and defence7. This shift has 
seen EU members from the “South” (e.g. Portugal, Italy and 
Spain) come to contribute to Baltic security. Conversely, 
in solidarity with EU members directly exposed to threats 
and challenges emanating from Europe´s southern 
neighbourhood, countries like Estonia and Poland are 
engaged in the SAHEL region.

50%

100%

0%

25%

75%

2004 2005

For Against Don't know / refusal

2006 2007 2008 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

What is your opinion on a common defence and security policy among
EU Member States (%-EU)

https://euagenda.eu/upload/publications/untitled-114672-ea.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinionmobile/index.cfm/Survey/getSurveyDetail/surveyKy/2262
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2021/659441/EPRS_ATA(2021)659441_EN.pdf
https://euagenda.eu/upload/publications/untitled-114672-ea.pdf
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EUROPEAN SECURITY INSTITUTIONAL 
FRAMEWORK: AN OVERVIEW

8 Shared Vision, Common Action: A Stronger Europe - A Global Strategy for the European Union’s Foreign And Security Policy, EEAS, June 2016.
9 Military and Civilian missions and operations, EEAS website.
10 European Defence Agency (EDA), European Union website. European Peace Facility - An EU off-budget fund to build peace and strengthen international 
security, EEAS webiste. European Development Fund, European Commission website.

The EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) 
is conceptually based on the Global Strategy of 2016 
(EUGS) that sets as its goal (“Level of Ambition” - LoA) 
the capacity to act on behalf of international peace and 
security “with partners when possible, alone where 
necessary”8. Before adopting the EUGS – coincidentally 
in the immediate aftermath of the British referendum on 
Brexit – CSDP had manifested itself more in the form of 
concrete operations, with a respectable track record 

of missions, than in policies. In so doing the EU had 
developed its own “brand” and gained expertise in mixing 
military-civilian components and in operating mostly in 
its adjacent neighbourhood (Balkans, the Mediterranean, 
Northern Africa)9. Subsequent to the adoption of the 
Global Strategy, a more comprehensive institutional and 
financial CSDP groundwork was laid out. It rests on the 
following pillars:

Pillars of the EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP)

Permanent Structured 
Cooperation (PESCO)

Member States subscribe on a voluntary basis to binding commitments to jointly plan, 
develop and operate defence capabilities.

European Defence 
Fund (EDF)

Offers financial incentives for defence cooperation. It promotes cross border defence 
cooperation between EU countries and between different stakeholders (companies, 
research centres, academia, national administrations, international organisations) to foster 
innovation and develop state-of-the-art defence technologies and products.

European Peace 
Facility (EPF)

An EU off-budget fund to build peace and strengthen international security. It will enable the 
financing of operational actions under the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) that 
have military or defence implications.

European Defence 
Agency (EDA)

Supports the Member States and the Council in their effort to improve European defence 
capabilities in the field of crisis management and to sustain the European Security and 
Defence Policy as it stands now and develops in the future.

Source: Compilation by authors10

https://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/top_stories/pdf/eugs_review_web.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/430/military-and-civilian-missions-and-operations_en
https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/agencies/eda
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/46285/european-peace-facility-eu-budget-fund-build-peace-and-strengthen-international-security_en
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/46285/european-peace-facility-eu-budget-fund-build-peace-and-strengthen-international-security_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/eu-budget-news-events-and-publications/documents/european-development-fund_en
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From the above-mentioned pillars, only EDA, established 
in 2004, predates the EUGS. The other components 
were developed over time, partially accounting for 
its complexity. The past year, nevertheless, has seen 
considerable institutional restructuring, particularly with 
respect to the new Directorate General Defence Industry 
and Space (DG DEFIS11) and the European Peace Facility 
(EPF). Fresh political impetus was indeed given by the four 
main Member States dubbed “PESCO4” (France, Germany, 
Italy, Spain) last May. 

Since its establishment, the EDA had been mandated 
to support 26 Member States – Denmark has opted 
out – in improving their national defence capabilities 
through European cooperation. European Defence’s 
most recent leap forward, in fact, relies primarily on the 
EDF and the EPF, both financial instruments to which the 
EU is allocating fresh money. The EDF will finance the 
strengthening of industrial base and defence capabilities, 

11 Defence Industry and Space, European Commission website.
12 European Peace Facility - An EU off-budget fund to build peace and strengthen international security, EEAS website.
13 Emmot R., EU keeps defence fund alive with 8 billion euro proposal, Reuters, May 2020.
14 Multiannual financial framework 2021-2027 and Next Generation EU, European Council website.

the EPF operational activities and foreign policy outreach. 
The latter, with a €5 billion allotment12, replaces the 
Athena mechanism for the financing of EU operations 
and the African Peace Facility for assistance to third 
countries. That assistance will now further encompass 
the direct supplying of military equipment including lethal 
weapons. The EDF is aimed at stimulating innovation and 
facilitating economies of scale in defence research. It also, 
however, bolsters industrial development through support 
and development of collaborative projects in areas such 
as: coordination and enhancement of investments for 
research in the defence sector; development of prototypes 
and the acquisition of defence technologies and materials; 
improvement in the interoperability among armed forces 
of Member States. The Fund is endowed with €8 billion 
over seven years, of which €2.65 billion is earmarked for 
research and innovation and the remainder, approximately 
€5.3 billion, for capabilities development13.

Source: European Council14

Defence
8.5

Security
4.1

Multiannual financial framework 2021-2027 and Next Generation EU

EU expenditure
for 2021-2027

(all amounts in billion
EURO, 2018 prices)

https://ec.europa.eu/info/departments/defence-industry-and-space_en
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/46285/european-peace-facility-eu-budget-fund-build-peace-and-strengthen-international-security_en
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-eu-budget-defence-idUSKBN23328S
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/mff2021-2027-ngeu-final/
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INTERNAL EU DYNAMICS: THIRD COUNTRY 
PARTICIPATION AND THE NEW RULES OF 
ENGAGEMENT

15 Brexit: Common Security and Defence Policy missions and operations, European Union Commitee, UK Parliament, May 2018
16 For more: Brudzińska K., Zaborowski M. and Kudzko, A., Third country participation in EU defence integration initiatives: how it works and how it is viewed 
by EU member states, GLOBSEC Policy Institute. October 2020. 
17 Renard T., EU cyber partnerships: assessing the EU strategic partnerships with third countries in the cyber domain, European Politics and Society, Vol. 19 
(3), Taylor & Francis Online, 2018, pp. 1-17.
18 Ibidem.

Historically, third country participation in EU projects has 
been confined to CSDP engagements. Norway, Canada, 
Turkey and Georgia, for example, have participated in the 
EU´s missions and operations framework15. 

Recently, however, this cooperation has extended 
to include projects outside the scope of the CSDP 
framework.16 For instance, the EU has begun engaging 
with third countries (e.g. Canada, China and the US) in 

relation to cyber issues.17 These developments have been 
prompted by European ambitions to become a stronger 
actor on the global stage and the EU’s increased focus 
on certain international security topics (e.g. cyber-related 
issues).18 Given that cyber security is an issue that crosses 
national borders, formalizing such cooperation presents an 
avenue for the EU to prepare against possible attacks. The 
same principle holds true for other areas of cooperation. 

01 December 2009
Article 42(6) of the Lisbon Treaty on European Union (TEU)
and Protocol N°10 on PESCO, annexed to the Lisbon Treaty

28 June 2016
Global Strategy of the EU 2016

14 November 2016
Council Conclusions on implementing the EU Global Strategy

in the area of Security and Defence
Member States agreed on a new LoA in security and defence

13 Novemver 2017
Noti�cation on PESCO to the Council and to the High

Representative of the Union for Foreign A�airs
and Security Policy 

15 October 2018
Council Recommendation concerning the sequencing of the

ful�lment of the more binding commitments undertaken
in the framework of permanent structured cooperation 

(PESCO) and specifying more precise objectives
(2018/C 374/01) - to be revised in 2021 

05 November 2020
Council Decision establishing the general conditions

under which third states could exceptionally be invited
to participate in individual PESCO projects 

14 November 2016
Implementation Plan on Security and Defence

11 December 2017
Council Decision (CFSP) 2017/2315 establishing permanent
structured cooperation (PESCO) and determining the list
of participating Member States   

12 November 2019
Council Decision (CFSP) 2019/1909 amending and updating
Decision (CFSP) 2018/340 establishing the list of projects
to be developed under PESCO 

Spring 2022
Finalization of the Strategic Compass
- expected end of the re�ection process (FR presidency)

The main milestones of the PESCO (Legal Basis) process

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201719/ldselect/ldeucom/132/13207.htm
https://www.globsec.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/GLOBSEC_Third-country-participation-in-EU-defence-integration-initiatives.pdf
https://www.globsec.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/GLOBSEC_Third-country-participation-in-EU-defence-integration-initiatives.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/23745118.2018.1430720?journalCode=rpep21
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Opening the door to the European security architecture to 
non-EU countries has generally been a central issue since 
the launching of PESCO in 2017. Predictably, third country 
participation in operations poses little problem and is 
typically welcomed. Questions have arisen, however, 
concerning access to EU funding including particularly EDF 
expenditures. The matter indeed has become the subject 
of two years of negotiations between the EU and the US, 
culminating November 5th, 2020, in the aforementioned 
Council Decision 2020/1639 “establishing the general 
conditions under which third parties could exceptionally 
be invited to participate in individual PESCO projects”19. 

It is notable that the German presidency of the Council 
of the European Union in the second half of 2020 was 
instrumental in brokering agreement between Member 
States. As the description makes clear, third country 
participation in PESCO is to be the exception rather than 
the rule. The precise circumstances in which it will be 
invoked remain to be seen. 

On the basis of decision 2020/1639, third countries may 
be invited to participate in PESCO projects under the 
following conditions: 

 � respect for the rule of law and the rules-based 
international order, 

 � respect for EU values and good neighbourly relations 
with the EU and its Member States; 

 � for some projects, conclusion of a specific agreement 
on the exchange of information with EDA. 

 � Entities owned by third countries on EU territory, 
or those established in Member States but with the 
executive structure in third countries, will be able to 
participate in PESCO projects, subject to the European 
Council’s specific “non-impeding” authorization.

One could deem the decision on third party participation 
the result of an excruciatingly sluggish and inefficient 
process. Negotiations indeed spanned numerous EU 
presidencies before arriving to the anticipated and 
constructive conclusion. Importantly, the accord also 
came after numerous non-EU capitals signalled their 
concern regarding the possibility that the EU could put 
its own “protectionist” inclinations ahead of an “inclusive” 

19 Council Decision (CFSP) 2020/1639 of November 2020 establishing the general conditions under which third States could exceptionally be invited to 
participate in individual PESCO projects.
20 Brattberg E., How Washington views European defence initiatives, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, March 2020
21 Emmott R., EU to allow Britain, U.S. in on future joint defence projects, Reuters, October 2020.
22 Council Decision (CFSP) 2020/1639 of November 2020 establishing the general conditions under which third States could exceptionally be invited to 
participate in individual PESCO projects.

approach towards countries that, in fact, contribute to 
Europe´s security and stability. Among these partners, 
the US had, by far, been the most vocal in lobbying for 
the greatest possible level of access of third countries to 
PESCO projects20.

Though successful in adopting an inclusive posture, the 
“ultimate ruling” on the role of third countries (and third 
country entities) in PESCO projects came with notable 
(and telling) caveats. Firstly, the EU, only on the grounds 
of efficiency, has kept open the door with the expectation 
that there will be an (up) levelling out of the playing field. 
Third countries will indeed only be able to take part in joint 
projects if they provide “substantial added value” – via 
technical or operational expertise - to the given PESCO 
project. Secondly, the eligibility criteria specifies that 
partners are expected to adhere to “the values on which 
the EU is founded”, thereby already curtailing the list of 
potential participants in light of the current state of the 
world21. This leaves the US, the UK and Norway, at least for 
the time being, as the prime EU targets. The process will, 
thirdly, necessitate the consent of all EU Member States, 
with formal approval of participation a prerogative of the 
Council. 

This third criterion unequivocally underlines the perceived 
sensitivity of defence cooperation. Even against the 
adoption of a more-inclusive posture, the EU is giving no 
indications that consensus-based decision will disappear 
in the foreseeable future.

Third country participation, moreover, must be 
proportionate in terms of burden sharing to avoid creating 
“dependencies on a third state” and restricting “any 
member state of EU involved in the given PESCO project.” 
This caveat pertains to areas of procurement, research 
and development and the final delivery of capabilities 
and technology. Third parties are also not expected to 
hold any legally enforceable power on deciding how 
EU beneficiaries from the projects use the provided 
capabilities. And, finally, as a means of protecting the 
added value of projects, a “security of information 
agreement” and an “administrative arrangement” with 
EDA are considered to be formal requirements22. 

When, in practice, can third
countries (and third country
entities) join PESCO projects?

companies will
essentially
be on hold
until 2026

third-party states
have been eligible
to join since the
conclusion of the
agreement
(November 2020)

https://www.europeansources.info/record/council-decision-cfsp-2020-1639-establishing-the-general-conditions-under-which-third-states-could-exceptionally-be-invited-to-participate-in-individual-pesco-projects/
https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/03/03/how-washington-views-new-european-defense-initiatives-pub-81229
https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-eu-defence/eu-to-allow-britain-u-s-in-on-future-joint-defence-projects-envoys-say-idUSKBN27D2JC
https://www.europeansources.info/record/council-decision-cfsp-2020-1639-establishing-the-general-conditions-under-which-third-states-could-exceptionally-be-invited-to-participate-in-individual-pesco-projects/
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Interestingly enough, the agreement specifies a different 
set of rules for countries (i.e. third-party states) and 
defence industry companies (i.e. third-party entities) in 
the modality of joining PESCO projects. Third-party states 
have, in fact, been eligible to join since the conclusion of 
the agreement (November 2020), whereas companies 
must wait until 202623.

During the first three years of the initiative, EU member 
states have laid the foundation for 47 PESCO projects, 
addressing a diverse range of domains. These include: 
training (10 projects), enablement (11), cyber (8), land 
systems (6), maritime (6), air (4) and space (2). While a single 
number cannot reveal the entire picture, this distribution 
demonstrates the route Member States have taken in 
the initial phase including a move to boost readiness 
and preparedness rather than deliver high-end military 
capabilities that had been lacking. These are, in fact, 
the capabilities that could successfully navigate the bloc 
towards “strategic autonomy”. The 2020 CARD Report 
reinforces this prioritization of capability development 
efforts through the European Patrol Class Surface Ship, 
Counter-UAS, Anti-Access/Area-Denial and Defence in 
Space and Enhanced Military Mobility24. 

With the notable exception of military mobility, most 
projects have, as of yet, failed to demonstrate tangible 
progress or secure broad participation – even within the 
ranks of EU members. More importantly, expectations 
of deliverables from the majority of PESCO projects are 
considerably lower now than they were when PESCO was 
launched. Some of the projects, albeit expectedly, never 
truly left the “ideation” phase. Others, meanwhile, took 
off but never landed on the desired runway (i.e. failing 
to deliver on the originally stated capability). Against 
this backdrop, it is difficult to see how the current list of 
projects will attract newfound interest from EU partners 
that have previously expressed little. This includes the US, 
the UK and Norway, let alone a partner like Canada that 
foresees its role in European security (beyond the NATO 
framework) as contributing to EU civilian missions. 

Another obstacle pertains to the fact that the defence 
contractors from these partner countries can partake in a 
considerably more flexible (and traditionally more desired) 
route towards securing European military contracts outside 
the EU framework. This can be accomplished, for example, 
by working either bilaterally or multilaterally with relevant 
European industrial actors and national governments. 
Here rests the primary responsibility of European 
stakeholders to uphold the relevance of an inclusive 
PESCO – by streamlining collaborative engagements into 
PESCO frameworks instead of incentivizing alternative 
arrangements. 

23 Sprenger S., European Union erects legal hoops for outsiders to join defense programs, Defense News, November 2020.
24 CARD 2020 Report, European Defence Agency website.
25 Friis K., The European Defence Fund and Norway. Norwegian Institute for International Affairs. October 2020.
26 Ibidem., pp. 2

That in itself is delicate challenge given the UK, US and 
Norway not only perceive Europe´s quest for “strategic 
autonomy” rather differently but also because they each 
find themselves with rather distinct political relationships 
with the EU27 at point zero – i.e. here and now. With 
respect to the United States, for example, the chief issue 
concerns its preference that autonomy not turn into 
independence. For the UK, meanwhile, it is a potential 
avenue for re-engagement and, for Norway, it is a feasible 
option for pursuing continental defence cooperation 
(more than NORDEFCO, geographically speaking, less 
than NATO).

While the newly set rules for engagement within PESCO 
projects, consequently, might apply equally to these 
specific partners, their perspectives and approaches 
towards these developments are likely to be remarkably 
different. In short, while the devil will remain, the door is 
now open to third country participation.

Turning to why the EU would want to cooperate with 
third countries, several reasons are paramount. One 
of the primary rationales concerns interoperability and 
the efficient use of resources including the avoidance 
of duplications. A reduction in the number of weapon 
systems and platforms could, for example, lead to a more 
coherent military position and improve the quality of the 
EU’s contribution to NATO.25 Enhancing cooperation by 
sharing platforms in this field could also “potentially allow 
European states to share costs, logistics and maintenance, 
without ceding political control of their armed forces to 
others”26. As third countries, via their participation, could 
contribute resources and/or capabilities that might not 
otherwise be available (e.g. military, technological and 
industrial capabilities), the EU has much to gain from such 
cooperation. Close engagement with non-EU NATO allies 
could, additionally, ensure economies of scale and bring 
technological know-how and strategic political benefits to 
EU member states. 

While the newly set rules for engagement 
within PESCO projects might apply equally 
to the UK, US and Norway, their approaches 
towards these developments are likely to be 
remarkably different.

C:\Users\Lucia Rybnikárová\Downloads\Council Decision (CFSP) 2020\1639 of November 2020 establishing the general conditions under which third States could exceptionally be invited to participate in individual PESCO projects
https://www.eda.europa.eu/docs/default-source/reports/card-2020-executive-summary-report.pdf
https://www.nupi.no/nupi_eng/Publications/CRIStin-Pub/The-European-Defence-Fund-and-Norway
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Rules for engagement for third countries in EU defence initiatives

EUROPEAN DEFENCE FUND EUROPEAN DEFENCE AGENCY  PESCO

Restricted eligibility for grant 
schemes to applicants that are based 

in the EU and are not controlled by 
a non-associated third country or a 
non-associated third country entity.

Administrative Agreements with 
Norway, Switzerland, Serbia and 

Ukraine 

Inclusion of third parties if they add 
‘substantial value’ to respective 

projects and cooperation does not 
create ‘dependencies on third state’.

Derogations for third parties that are 
members of EEA.

Obligation to share the values on 
which the EU is founded. 

Obligation to adopt EU intellectual 
rights regulations.

Obligation to share the values on 
which the EU is founded and respect 

the principle of good neighbourly 
relations with Member States. 

Application request to the project’s 
lead country and passing the 

invitation process.

Non-EU firms are not permitted to 
receive funds.

EU based entities that are 
subsidiaries of non-EU based entities 

are required to provide special 
guarantees.

Obligation to abide by European 
Court of Justice rulings on joint 

defence projects.

Double seal of approval: the Council 
and the EU’s chief diplomat must be 

notified, with the Council formally 
approving participation.

Source: Brudzińska, K., Zaborowski, M., and Kudzko, A. (2020). Third country participation in EU defence integration initiatives: how it works and how it is 

viewed by EU member states27  

27 Brudzińska K., Zaborowski M. and Kudzko A., Third country participation in EU defence integration initiatives: how it works and how it is viewed by EU 
member states, GLOBSEC Policy Institute, October 2020.

The next step in the quest for guidance: the 
“Strategic Compass”

Borne out of a cumulative and bottom-up process, based 
on the principle of operations first and conceptualization 
later, the European defence structure still lacks a coherent 
strategic framework. This gap is now being addressed 
through the Strategic Compass, which was initiated last 
June by the European Council against the backdrop of the 

aforementioned decision, 8910/20m. The process should 
be completed by the French Presidency of the Council of 
the European Union during the first half of 2022. This new 
exercise aims to harmonise security and defence policies 
and balance means and resources with the declared 
Level of Ambition. It addresses the three critical priorities 
identified in the EUGS: response to external crises, 
“capacity building” and resilience critical to protecting the 
EU and its citizens.

response to
external crises

resilience
critical to

protecting
the EU and
its citizens

“capacity
building”

Which priorities
in the European

Global Strategy does
the Strategic

Compass address?

https://www.globsec.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/GLOBSEC_Third-country-participation-in-EU-defence-integration-initiatives.pdf
https://www.globsec.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/GLOBSEC_Third-country-participation-in-EU-defence-integration-initiatives.pdf
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Four main themes cut across the Strategic Compass28:

1. Crisis management which addresses the operational 
dimension: how can the EU’s missions and 
operations be made more effective and spark further 
development and implementation of the European 
Peace Facility (EPF) instrument?

2. Resilience focuses on the EU’s vulnerabilities, taking 
into account the lessons learned from the pandemic; 
it also tackles domains like cyber, maritime and space 
and challenges arising from innovative technologies. 
It, furthermore, aims to bridge external and internal 
dimensions of security.

3. Capabilities are crucial for ensuring that the EU’s 
means, including CSDP’s civilian dimension, can meet 
the ends that have been identified in the EUGS. Areas 
to be addressed include: capacity gaps in order to 
enhance the availability and deployment of forces 
(“Full spectrum Force Package”); strengthening the 
process of EU capacity building in the context of the 
“single set of forces”; development of the European 
defence industrial and technological base through 
the enhancement of innovative technologies and 
engaging the EU Commission and EDA within their 
respective mandates.

4. Partnerships: upgrading the EU’s partnerships policy 
as it pertains to missions and operations to bolster 
capacity building. The purpose to this end is to 
strengthen and promote a multilateral approach in 
security and defence and establish cooperation with 
major international organizations (NATO, UN, OSCE) 
and regional counterparts (African Union and ASEAN).

28 Mattelaer A., Mölling Ch. and Schütz T., In The EU’s strategic compass and its four baskets, EGMONT – The Royal Institute for International Relations, 
November 2020.

Will the Strategic Compass be pertinent to third country 
participation in the European security architecture? 

Though the Strategic Compass will not directly shape third 
country participation, at least in terms of the establishment 
of new rules, it will exert considerable indirect influence 
in creating the context against which existing norms will 
be implemented and evaluated. Unlike much of European 
integration, the European security architecture is not an 
acquis; it is an ongoing process that can be visualised as 
a building under construction. Construction, continuing 
with this analogy, has now entered a further defining 
phase, whose outcome will impact the effective degree 
of openness of the EU’s “strategic autonomy” and the 
extent to which third countries will be allowed into the new 
building.

European security architecture is not an 
acquis; it is an ongoing process that can be 
visualised as a building under construction.

https://www.egmontinstitute.be/the-eus-strategic-compass-and-its-four-baskets/


(15One Step Closer: Towards Deeper and Wider EU Defence Partnerships

EXTERNAL FACTORS: THE SCOPE OF THIRD 
COUNTRY INVOLVEMENT IN THE EUROPEAN 
SECURITY STRUCTURE

29 To the EU’s explicit regret, voiced by Commission President Ursula von der Leyen.
30 McDermott M., European Commission releases proposed EU-UK Brexit trade agreement, Jurist, December 2020.
31 Chuter A., UK to boost defense budget by $21.9 billion. Here’s who benefits — and loses out. Defense News, November 2020.
32 Terlikowski M., European Strategic Autonomy and Third Countries: the Defence Industrial Dimension, GLOBSEC Policy Institute, January 2021.

Brexit will now play out

After four and half years of talk and little action, Brexit has 
now been finalised. Brexit, however, has never necessarily 
meant that the UK will choose not to maintain a relationship 
with the EU in foreign policy, external security and 
defence29. The direction London intends to pursue is now 
far from clear, ranging from a separate deal with the EU to 
multilateral defence cooperation confined to NATO to the 
fostering of a special relationship with the US to bespoke 
arrangements with individual EU countries. Probably an all 
of the above approach is most likely. London, notably, has 
signed on to the French led European Intervention Initiative 
(EI2), signalling that it does not intend to disengage from 
security cooperation with EU Member States. 

The more adversarial or controversial the 
post-Brexit atmospherics, the less conducive 
access to the European security architecture 
will become for London – and vice versa.

Though the effects of Brexit still need to play out, once 
the dust has settled, the UK could be willing to enter into 
a new security relationship with the EU, assuming it is 
between “equally sovereign” actors. Conferring the UK 
special consultative access to Brussels in foreign policy 
and defence is advocated also by authoritative voices in 
the EU like Wolfgang Ishinger, Chairman of the Munich 
Security Conference. All bets, nonetheless, are off and 
nothing will happen in the short term. A cooling off period 
rather is necessary. The post-Brexit EU-UK relationship, 
meanwhile, will begin to take shape in a new body, the 
Partnership Council30, established by the EU-UK Trade 
and Cooperation Agreement (TCA). The more adversarial 
or controversial the post-Brexit atmospherics, the less 
conducive access to the European security architecture 
will become for London – and vice versa. 

Significantly, in November 2020, British Prime Minister 
Boris Johnson announced that the Ministry of Defence was 
on course to receive an extra financial boost of £16.5 billion 
over the next four years. This appropriation could see the 
country implement its largest investment in defence in over 

a generation, essentially since the end of the Cold War 
period31. This fiscal pledge has been designed as a tool to 
enhance the UK’s defence at a time when it is leaving the 
EU (politically and economically), encountering an alliance 
with the US that is not presented in the same special light 
as it once was and facing a Russia and China that are 
becoming less coy about their satisfaction to see political 
frictions in the West. This emboldened defence posture, 
however, might also serve to promote engagement with 
the UK’s key partners in defence including Europe. 

Although the UK never acted or intended to be an 
integration enthusiast when it came to matters of EU 
defence policy, British strategists could still be looking at 
feasible options on this front, with the aim of becoming 
a potential leader, at least among fellow third-party 
countries. Given that its defence industrial base is firmly 
intertwined with that of continental Europe, British 
ambitions to utilize available collaborative frameworks are 
certainly understandable32. 

The British government has indicated a clear preference 
for cooperation that provides for the greatest level of 
flexibility plausible. Up to the present, however, there 
is no policy statement that would sufficiently serve as a 
direct point of reference for understanding, for example, 
the precise orientation of British participation in PESCO. 
Given the objective lack of clarity on the UK´s desired 
place within the PESCO projects framework, it is rather 
challenging to assess the scope of future engagement. 
The indicated openness of the UK to enter discussions on 
a future Security of Information Agreement, nevertheless, 
suggests a potential green light for the start of the 
deliberations. The extent to which the process ultimately 
proves successful might be determined by the perceived 
importance of specific PESCO project(s) to the UK.

It hardly comes as a surprise, though, that the British 
defence industry has a clear interest in exploring possible 
ventures with European partners including, potentially, 
within the framework of PESCO projects. Of all projects 
that have been contemplated, a proposal for developing 
the Future Combat Air System - involving all key European 
defence industrial powerhouses (France, Italy, Spain and 
Germany) - might be both strategically and economically 
meaningful enough option to keep the door open to 
former EU Member States.

https://www.jurist.org/news/2020/12/european-commission-releases-proposed-eu-uk-brexit-trade-agreement/
https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2020/11/19/uk-to-boost-defense-budget-by-219-billion-heres-who-benefits-and-loses-out/
https://www.globsec.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/GLOBSEC-Policy-Paper_EUROPEAN-STRATEGIC-AUTONOMY-AND-THIRD-COUNTRIES-THE-DEFENCE-INDUSTRIAL-DIMENSION.pdf
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The list of PESCO projects is expected 
to be further extended later in 2021 and 
already include the possibility for involving 
third parties as the basis for concluded 
agreements.

Inclusion of the UK is particularly warranted given that 
the UK’s links with continental Europe have historically 
also been developed outside the EU framework. British 
participation in the E3 format (with France and Germany), 
its potential role in the European Security Council and its 
stake in the French-led European Intervention Initiative 
could all serve as plausible routes for the country to 
gain a say and formative impact on European defence 
and security policy. The key for London could rest in 
establishing constructive strategic relations with France, 
with Paris now the clear leader on the continent on any 
given defence initiative. France is also the UK’s closest 
bilateral partner on defence matters, the two countries 
partaking in a wide variety of cooperative joint formats, and 
is (interestingly) the ultimate balancer of transatlanticism 
within the EU. The list of PESCO projects is expected to 
be further extended later in 2021 and already include 
the possibility for involving third parties as the basis for 
concluded agreements. The expectation is that future 

33 Spring 2019 Global Attitudes Survey, Pew Research Center website.

PESCO projects will seek to deliver on both mitigating 
(high-end) capability shortfalls and increasing resilience in 
an era of disruptive technologies. 

Either way, participation in European defence projects of 
third countries other than the UK should not be affected 
by Brexit. For good or bad, its aftermath will remain an 
EU-UK affair. For others, however, it may even open new 
opportunities of cooperation with the EU, for instance, in 
areas of traditional British strength like maritime security 
and/or counter-piracy operations.

Enter the Biden administration

The entrance of the new US administration is, undoubtedly, 
a game changer in transatlantic relations. Following four 
years of a relationship that operated in damage mitigation 
mode, a shifting of gears is now possible. In addition 
to restoring traditional NATO Atlanticism, the Biden 
presidency is expected to proactively re-engage Europe 
and may seek to overhaul its relationship with the EU. 
Brussels, for its part, will respond in kind. This improved 
US-EU climate could spur an enhancement and widening 
of the scope of third country access to European defence 
institutions beyond the deal negotiated and agreed with 
the Trump administration. New cooperative opportunities 
could be envisaged in an EU-NATO framework to the 
benefit of all Allies, not only the US. 

Source: Pew Research Center, Spring 2019 Global Attitudes Survey33
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https://www.pewresearch.org/global/dataset/spring-2019-survey-data/
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However, after an initial honeymoon, both Brussels and 
Washington will be faced with managing expectations of 
a great revival against the reality on the ground. It will take 
time and reciprocal political good will to erase Trump’s 
legacy and EU-US disputes on, among other issues, trade, 
technology regulation and international taxation. A long-
lasting effect of Trump’s presidency, compounded by the 
Capitol Hill riots and its aftermath in Washington, will be 
a loss of confidence in the future direction of the United 
States. Europeans are welcoming Biden’s presidency 
but are cognizant of what might lie ahead in another four 
years. The conviction that the EU needs to become more 
self-reliant on security matters is now widely shared by 
numerous European leaders including Angela Merkel, an 
Atlanticist. The balancing act ahead will pass on to her 
successor. The Biden administration will likely see the EU 
move to open up its security architecture more to non-EU 
NATO allies, though the EU’s commitment to the concept 
of strategic autonomy is here to stay.   

European internal divisions and transatlantic differences 
over the shape of European defence cooperation 
have been present for decades. The current strategic 
environment and the EU’s place in it, nonetheless, gives 
new impetus for productive change. First and foremost, 
global strategic patterns seemingly leave Europe and the 
US with jointly shared problems related to maintaining the 
status quo. From the perspective of Europeans, it must 
(as indicated in the EU Global Strategy of 2016, the newly 
developing Strategic Compass and NATO’s Defence 
Investment Pledge) bolster its overall defence capability 
– the contribution it essentially provides to NATO under 
the “European pillar of NATO” banner. This aim, in fact, 
is the interests of both the US and the EU. The US and 
the EU, nevertheless, have clearly arrived, marked by 
the development of these initiatives, at a contentious 
moment. Pessimism (as perceived within D.C. policy 
circles in) concerning the general prospects of PESCO, 
though, might have toned down apprehension on the 
extent to which European allies will divert their attention 
and resources from NATO-centred processes (i.e. the 
post-2014 adaptation). Under the new US administration, 
transatlantic relations may revert to a more constructive 
place, one where US partners/allies perceive the EU’s 
defence initiatives more favourably. This outcome will 
be especially plausible if EU defence leaders succeed in 
fostering the impression that PESCO projects are a means 
for strengthening European defence competence in way 
that is consistent with US goals and for fulfilling the aim of 
meaningful and fair burden sharing.

Admittedly, PESCO projects hold the potential for 
attracting European industrial resources, though it is hardly 
conceivable that they could pose serious implications for 
the US defence industry (let alone the American economy 
and labour market). Prior statements from the US, 
however, have asserted that detrimental restrictions on 
US involvement in PESCO projects would be responded 
to in kind with retaliatory measures on EU defence 
industry companies operating in the US. These warnings 
have indeed underlined the importance the US places 
on the preservation of its share of the European defence 
market. The development of PESCO projects might, 
conversely, contribute to revitalization of the defence 
industry on the European continent. The United States 
should, nonetheless, support EU endeavours to increase 
defence investments if they hold promise for addressing 
the declining capabilities of its European allies. The United 
States can further benefit from greater European defence 
investment and capabilities development by playing a 
constructive part in contributing to their development.

The list of capabilities (to be developed) should ideally 
span the range of threats the EU27 is encountering. In the 
current strategic environment, this group includes a wide 
range of threats including Russian aggression, terrorism, 
illegal migration, cyber, an entire spectrum of hybrid 
threats and regional instability in Europe both near and in 
the distant neighbourhood. At the operational level, with 
US participation, some of these challenges and threats are 
already being combated. 

Since 2011, the EU and the US have followed a framework 
agreement enabling US contributions in civilian personnel 
to EU crisis management operations. The EU Member 
States and the US military have indeed worked alongside 
one another in places like Mali and Somalia. The EU and 
US have, moreover, established mechanisms of joint 
situational awareness and coordinated activities in the 
Sahel region. These activities have brought about limited, 
albeit mutually beneficial results.
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NORWAY: A LEADING EU PARTNER?

34 Norway in Europe. The Norwegian Government’s strategy for cooperation with the EU 2018-2021, Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, May 2018.
35 Brudzińska K., Zaborowski M. and Kudzko A., Third country participation in EU defence integration initiatives: how it works and how it is viewed by EU 
member states, GLOBSEC Policy Institute. October 2020.
36 Council Decision (CFSP) 2020/ 1195 of October 2020 establishing the general conditions under which third States could exceptionally be invited to 
participate in individual PESCO projects.

The Norwegian government has been straightforward 
when it comes to Norwegian cooperation with the rest 
of Europe. As is stated in the Norwegian Government’s 
strategy for cooperation with the EU 2018-2021, the 
challenges experienced by European countries are “too 
great for individual countries to deal with alone”34 – global 
threats require binding cooperation. 

When it comes to EU strategic partners and third-state 
participation, we can distinguish between partners 
of ‘necessity’ and partners of ‘choice’.35 Of these, a 
partnership with Norway would fall in the latter category.

All in all, EU member states and the EU institutions support 
Norway’s participation in key EU defence programs, 
according to the expert interviews conducted by 
GLOBSEC. They acknowledge Oslo’s active participation 
in European Defence Agency and its implementation of 
EU Defence Directives. In short, close cooperation with 
and involvement of Norway is generally regarded as 
politically uncontroversial. 

What is interesting here is that as the EU has started to 
invest in the Common Foreign and Defence Policy so 

too has Norwegian interest swelled. It is no secret that 
Norwegian cooperation with the EU machinery is already 
extensive. Cooperation on security and defence, however, 
differs from prior cooperation agreements, including 
the EEA and Schengen, whose benefits Norway has 
enjoyed for many years. While these other agreements 
are formal and based on set institutional arrangements, 
cooperation within the area of security and defence is 
often characterised by informal agreements and ad hoc 
arrangements. 

While this allows for a greater level of flexibility and the 
protection of Norwegian sovereignty, it also denies 
Norway an institutional route for influencing agreed 
decisions. A third country participant in a PESCO project, 
for example, can be terminated if agreed upon by the 
Council or suspended by other project members should 
commitments not be fulfilled. The participating state, 
consequently, needs to subject itself to a certain degree 
of monitoring.36 The same goes for other policy areas. 
Though the EEA Agreement granted Norway the right to 
retain control over key parts of its economy, it obliged the 
country to abide by a large proportion of EU policies over 
which it exerts no influence as a non-EU-member.

Source: Based on expert interviews conducted in the framework of the project.
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https://www.regjeringen.no/globalassets/departementene/ud/dokumenter/eu/eu_strategy.pdf
https://www.globsec.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/GLOBSEC_Third-country-participation-in-EU-defence-integration-initiatives.pdf
https://www.globsec.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/GLOBSEC_Third-country-participation-in-EU-defence-integration-initiatives.pdf
https://pesco.europa.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/ST_15529_2018_INIT_en.pdf
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Building Upon the Precedent - Norway’s 
Involvement in the EU’s CSDP

Norway and the EU enjoy close cooperation and a good 
relationship. Even though formal political dialogue in the 
CSDP is limited to biannual consultations on the margins 
of EEA Council meetings, Norway participates in ad hoc 
meetings with the EU´s High Representative for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy and at the expert level with the 
European External Action Service37. On EU foreign policy, 
Norway maintains a strong tradition of aligning itself with 
EU declarations and restrictive measures. Within the 
scope of the EU’s CSDP, it has taken part in several EU 
civilian and military operations (EU ALTHEA in Bosnia) and 
research programs (EDA´s Preparatory Action on Defence 
Research) and projects (EU Battle Group), regulated in a 
framework established in 200438. Norway, in cooperation 
with France, deployed a team, for example, under the 
European Civil Protection Pool to provide medical 
assistance during a major measles outbreak in Samoa last 
year39. The most recent example of Norway’s engagement 
pertains to the country’s participation in the “EU Integrated 
Resolve 20” exercise.

Following the signing of an Administrative Agreement with 
the EDA in 2006, Norway has become involved in several 
EDA projects and programs. The agreement was intended 
to foster the sharing of views and information on “matters 
of common interest” and to ensure that the Norwegian 
government will be provided with information needed 
for future cooperation.40 It also permits the Norwegian 
government to present its views on EDA related activities.41 
Only three other countries, namely Ukraine, Serbia and 
Switzerland, have similar agreements, of which Norway 
remains the most engaged and integrated. Despite 
close cooperation between Norway and the EU, the 
importance of EDA has only gradually grown in stature. 
Although the agreement was signed more than a decade 
ago, the Norwegian Ministry of Defence stated in 2012 
that Norwegian participation in NATO was unequivocally 
considered more important than Oslo’s affiliation with the 
EU’s security and defence mechanisms.42

37 Brudzińska K. and Rybnikárová L., Don’t forget about Europe’s Northern Partners, Euractiv, December 2020.
38 Cooperation on foreign and security policy, European Policy, Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs website.
39 Fiott D. and Theodosopoulos V., Yearbook of European Security. The European Union Institute for Security Studies, 2020.
40 Administrative Agreement Between the Ministry of Defence of the Kingdom of Norway and the European Defence Agency, European Defence Agency, 
2006.
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In 2019, the Norwegian government published a work 
programme for cooperation with the EU in which 
it acknowledged the importance of NATO but also 
recognized the need for the strengthening of European 
security and defence. According to the document, the 
enhancement of EU defence is in Norway’s best security 
and economic interests.43 In 2018, consequently, three 
key tasks were identified for Oslo to improve its future 
cooperation with the EU: to develop political dialogue and 
coordination, to strengthen practical cooperation between 
Norway and the EU and to promote what the government 
referred to as “favourable conditions” for the Norwegian 
defence industry. This included potential Norwegian 
involvement in both PESCO and the EDF. In sum, the 
Norwegian government aims to develop a “case-by-case” 
approach towards EU defence initiatives. Cooperation/
the project is seen as appealing when it is “(..) designed 
to strengthen Europe’s military preparedness” and if it 
“(…) complements NATO”; it also “must strengthen the 
transatlantic cooperation”44. 

Norway and the European Defence Fund 

Economically, Norway has much to gain from participating 
in the EDF. The Norwegian advisory and auditing firm 
BDO, tasked by the Norwegian government with exploring 
the potential ramifications of Norwegian participation 
in the EDF, indeed found that the Norwegian defence 
industry is likely to suffer should Norway refrain from 
participating. The Norwegian defence industry is 
extensive, with an estimated 25 percent of all Norwegian 
defence material exported to Europe.45 A potential 
consequence of Norwegian exclusion from the EDF could 
be a lapse of 60 percent of these exports. The same 
report concluded that the financial benefits of Norwegian 
participation, meanwhile, would be close to 300 million 
EUR. A prerequisite of this is that “the EDF will consolidate 
Europe’s defence industry towards a more high-tech and 
specialized chain of sub-contractors, providing those 
who succeed a greater degree of economies of scale 
[translated from Norwegian]”46.
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https://publications.ffi.no/nb/item/asset/dspace:6771/20-01709.pdf
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Despite current American scepticism towards the EDF, 
there is, as of today, no reason to believe that Norwegian 
participation in the institution will transform US-Norway 
relations. A report from the Norwegian Defence Research 
Establishment (FFI), however, warns that Norwegian 
participation in the EDF could have consequences 
for Norway’s relationship with the US should the EDF 
become more politicized. Despite these potential pitfalls, 
there is, as of 2021, no reason to assume that the EDF 
will seek to become a rival of the US or NATO, which 
are both considered to be the central actors responsible 
for guaranteeing European security.  Finally, the report 
concludes that: 

“Full Norwegian participation in the EDF would 
represent a considerable strengthening 
of Norwegian defence research and 
development. Additionally, it would also 
contribute to increased access of Norwegian 
companies to the European market.”47

In addition, there are the obvious political benefits that 
will accrue from closer cooperation with the EU security 
framework. Considering that Norway is perceived as an 
outsider in EU-related initiatives, fostering the impression 
that Norway is an attractive contributor to EU projects is 
essential in order to achieve political dialogue and gain 
access to information which might otherwise be kept 
concealed. Inclusion in the EDF will provide Norway with 
a greater array of possibilities for participating in various 
EU-led initiatives.

Regardless of political ambition, what opportunities are 
presented to Norway on EDF? Unfortunately, in 2018, the 
paragraph which ensured the possibility for Norwegian 
participation in the EDF was set aside by the Council of 
the EU. The Council argued that, as the EDF regulation 
was linked to the Multiannual Financial Framework 
(MFF), “all provisions with budgetary implications or of 
horizontal nature have been set aside, and thus excluded 
from the partial general approach aimed for, pending 
further progress on the MFF” . As a consequence of this 
manoeuvre, provisions related to the inclusion of third 
countries were also discarded. While this policy was lifted 
on September 28th 2020, the delay in formal recognition 
of Norwegian participation in EDF has been unfortunate, 
disrupting the planning and preparations of the Norwegian 
government and the defence industry. It was agreed in the 
Norwegian Parliament 1st of December 2020 that Norway 
will participate in the EDF from 202148. Although there is a 
majority in the Parliament in favour of participation in the 

47 Ibid. pp. 68
48 Norwegian Parliament. Parliamentary Meeting 1 December 2020. 
49 Proposal for a regulation establishing the European Defence Fund (First reading) - Partial general approach, 2018/0254(COD), the European Parliament 
and the Council, November 2018.
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51 Skånland Ø.H., ‘Norway is a peace nation’: A discourse analytic reading of the Norwegian peace engagement, Cooperation and Conflict, Vol. 45 (1), Sage 
Journals, April 2010, pp. 34-54. 

EDF, and although funds have been allocated, the process 
has not been as smooth as had been hoped for.

In addition to Nordic ambitions to take part in enhanced 
European cooperation, it is notable that Nordic security 
has also been targeted for improvement, partly to enable 
smaller Nordic states to leverage their position within a 
stronger European framework. The Nordic cooperation 
mechanism NORDEFCO, encompassing Denmark, 
Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden, has indeed 
undertaken new political cooperation with the primary aim 
being to “strengthen the participants’ national defence, 
explore common synergies and facilitate efficient common 
solutions”49. 

In November 2018, the Nordic defence ministers agreed 
on “Vision 2025”, a strategy which sets out future 
ambitions for defence cooperation. These aspirations 
include closer Nordic collaboration on terror, cyber and 
hybrid challenges and developing NORDEFCO as a 
platform for political dialogue, the sharing of information 
and Nordic coordination in crisis situations. A potential 
pitfall to this development regards the type of relationship 
such a regional framework will have with actors like NATO 
and the EU. It has been warned, in fact, that “with so many 
parallel initiatives emerging, there is a risk they could 
undermine each other and become a drain on scarce 
resources”50. Norway will have to strike a good balance 
between the various defence initiatives, so as not to run 
the risk of being pulled in too many directions, lest the 
country appear unpredictable and/or less appealing as a 
partner in EU initiatives. 

In the span of just a few years, the EU has transitioned 
from spending no direct funds on defence to becoming 
one of Europe’s largest defence investors. Considering 
Norway’s inclinations to promote itself as a “peace 
nation”51, the government’s interest in participating in EDF 
projects could be interpreted, by some, as misguided. 
Joining another “club of defence spenders” (NATO is 
often perceived as a vehicle for reducing costs through 
collective defence [per Art. 5 guarantees]) could raise 
questions regarding Norway’s political priorities. It is too 
early to say how and whether Norwegian cooperation in 
EDF projects will impinge on Norway’s identity as a moral 
power. It is, nevertheless a tell-tale sign of the climate in 
which Europe finds itself. 

Yet Norway could significantly contribute to European 
efforts to address numerous security challenges. The basic 
precondition for cooperation will involve the exchange 
information at all levels - from expert to political and 
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diplomatic levels. Formats like PSC + 7, therefore, could 
be used even more effectively to streamline participation 
of third parties in defence affairs. Norway, for example, 
has constructively developed the highly esteemed 
concepts of “total defence” and “whole of society”-based 
resilience building. Considering that Norway and the EU 
have a mutual interest in ensuring the resilience of their 
societies against the entire spectrum of hybrid threats - 
including cyber security, strategic communication and the 
countering of disinformation - PESCO projects confronting 
this domain could utilize Norway´s know-how and 
expertise through Oslo’s inclusion in training, research 
and development activities.

Norway, additionally, maintains a diversified and high-
tech defense industry - spanning from communication 
technology to air defense, from undersea systems to state-
of-the-art missiles like the renowned Norwegian Advanced 
Surface to Air Missile System (NASAMS). Norway is also 
home to numerous EU defense contractor subsidiaries 
and production plants including, among others, Airbus, 
Spain’s Indra, Sweden’s Saab and France’s Thales. 
Utilizing its niche industrial capability, Norway could, for 
example, contribute to the Modular Unmanned Ground 
Systems (MUGS), a PESCO initiative already supported by 
seven EU member states.

A more robust presence of Norway in the respective 
Centres of Excellence could further underscore Norway’s 
appetite for aligning itself ever more closely to EU priorities. 

Finally, Norway has already proven itself a successful 
contributor to EU international peacekeeping missions and 
operations. Oslo’s contributions to EU defence objectives, 
for example, include its presence in the Sweden-led EU 
Battlegroup in 2015. Norway’s interest in the Sahel region 
and its participation in the EU training mission in Mali 
(EUCAP Sahel Mali) is a clear indication of the promise of 
future cooperation. Comparable potential can be found in 
maritime training activities and missions of the European 
Union in the Mediterranean, which is becoming one of the 
prime targets of the future security orientation of Europe. 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The EU is a regulatory superpower with an institutional 
approach built into its DNA. The agreed arrangements, 
dating to last November, from European Council decision 
2020/1639 will remain the gateway to third country 
participation in European defence and security. The real 
test, however, will rest in its implementation, namely in 
recognising if and when cooperation with third countries 
is “exceptionally” justified. 

An improved transatlantic climate under the new US 
administration and a stronger EU-NATO relationship are 
likely to favour some loosening of existing rules and 
could possibly lead to revisions that further open the 
European security architecture door to non-EU countries. 
But such cooperation will continue to be available only 
through EU-third country institutional channels. The 
institutional constraint will not apply to operations where 
maximum flexibility in participation and arrangements 
can be expected, especially if they involve significant 
deployments of forces and assets. Depending on the 
geopolitical context and circumstances, ad hoc formats 
for large operations may well become the rule rather than 
the exception, witness the EI2 initiative that is per se a 
flexible, non “EU only”, format.

Third country participation in EU security and defence 
projects, regardless, is likely to be undergirded by the 
added value of partner contributions to specific projects 
and areas of cooperation. The EU suffers from significant 
deficiencies in assets and resources in traditional military 
domains and related operations, a problem that has been 
only further exacerbated by Brexit. Would the inclusion of 
non-EU countries fill capability, intelligence, logistic and/
or geographical gaps? Outside and beyond the scope of 
conventional military threats lies the uncharted waters of 
societal resilience, multiple hybrid threats and innovative 
technologies. These are the new frontiers of security and 
from an EU perspective they will be fully addressed by 
the Strategic Compass, which might lead towards their 
inclusion in an enhanced EU-NATO framework. Many 
challenges blur the military-civilian boundary, playing on 
the EU’s strengths and bolstering the bloc’s role as an 
essential transatlantic security partner. This backdrop will 
see a potentially large sphere of EU security cooperation 
open up to non-EU NATO allies that have developed 
appropriate capabilities and know-how and can bring in 
unique and “niche” contributions that complement the 
EU’s existing assets.
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