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Brexit and European Defence: “as before, more than before” 

 

Following the reconfirmation of new Government May, as it was weakened after 8 June 2017 

general elections, the Sixth Paper on the British Position on Future Partnership with the European 

Union (EU) was presented on 12 September 2017 focusing on "Foreign Policy, Defence and 

Development: A Future Partnership Paper". 

The 24-page official document (including the cover) reaffirms that the UK does not intend to 

be excluded from European defence and security. The UK will continue to participate in European 

defence initiatives, especially military operations abroad, while NATO continues to be the 

cornerstone of European defence thus mutually reinforcing the EU. 

The UK Government proposes a deep and special relationship model with the EU, which goes 

beyond EU existing agreements with third countries such as Norway or Turkey. 

According to the document, therefore, the UK's participation in European defence initiatives 

will be “as before, more than before ". 

 

The UK paper 

The document highlights the shared threats in the foreign and defence policy objectives for the 

EU as recently declared EU in the European Global Security Strategy (EUGS) and in the UK’s 

National Security Strategy (NSS) and Strategic Defense and Security Strategy (SDSR) of 2015. 

Among the common priorities: 

 tackling terrorism, extremism and instability; 

 tackling the impact of technology, especially cyber threats; 

 deterring state-based threats and intensifying wider state competition; 

 responding to crises rapidly and effectively; 

 strengthening the rules-based international order and tackling global challenges, including 

migration and global health security; 

 building resilience at home and abroad; 

 reducing conflict; 

 promoting stability, good governance and human rights; 

 supporting our defence and security industries to build our mutual prosperity; 

 strengthening our capabilities to disrupt serious and organized crime and to prosecute criminals 

Starting from these common priorities, a European defence not in contrast with the UK or the 

EU positions can be developed. This shared view must see NATO as the cornerstone of European 

Defence, as the paper underlines more than once. 

The concept of NATO as the cornerstone of European Defence is not brand new. The news is 

that France has now recognized it, in various Franco-German statements. Therefore, it could not 

anymore arise a dispute between EU Member States, as it happened on the Iraq crisis in 2003. 

Moreover, since the rise of the Ukrainian crisis in the spring of 2014, collective defence in 

conformity with Art.5 of the Washington Treaty is now again a central pillar of the defence of the 

continent, as during the Cold War. This is true especially in the Scandinavian countries and Eastern 

Europe. 

Therefore, the UK promotes EU-NATO cooperation, which has been reinforced by the common 

declaration released in June 2016 at the Warsaw Atlantic Council (point 73).  
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With regard to the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), identified areas of 

collaboration could be hybrid threats and cyber defence. Two areas to which the United Kingdom 

has made a substantial contribution during its participation in the CSDP. The United Kingdom would 

like to continue developing cyber defence co-operation, with a view to cooperation with NATO. 

The UK remembers its participation to EU operation (point 43) including:  

 Anti-piracy naval operation “Atalanta” in the Horn of Africa;  

 Naval operation “Sophia” in the South Mediterranean to tackle illegal immigration; 

 Military operation “Althea” in Bosnia Hercegovina, which took over from NATO Sfor. The UK 

maintains a reserve company with 150 soldiers.  

Most importantly, it is remembered the role played by Northwood HQ the Atalanta operational 

HQ and that the UK put at disposal of EU-led military missions Northwood HQ, as it is now  

reconfirmed,. 

It also points out that the United Kingdom can provide strategic transport capabilities, which 

are one of the "gap capability" identified for years by the CSDP, whose shortage has become even 

more pressing with the delays in the full operational capability of the A40MM of France and Germany. 

It is worth mentioning that the RAF C-130J helped transport French troops to Mali during the 

Barkhane operation. 

The United Kingdom emphasizes its willingness to continue to contribute to EU military 

operations. UK commitment could even increase, by means of joint planning with the EU to 

coordinate national and multinational military capabilities (points 71, 72). 

The United Kingdom recalls its contribution because more than military operations, the real 

British interest in the CSDP lies with the new capability development and European military R & D 

financing initiatives, such as the establishment of the European Defense Fund, the European 

Defence Action Plan (EDAP) and the European Defence Industry Development Program (DIDP) 

(see Osservatorio Strategico Number 3/2017). 

In the CSDP, the European defence market and above all the R&D funds represent a major 

business and a financing opportunity for the UK defence industry. 

As regarding the defence market (point 74), the United Kingdom hopes for "open markets" and 

"customs agreements" to limit barriers to trade for defence products. 

Above all, the UK does not want to be excluded from the research or development programmes 

for the military capabilities the EU is launching and it would seek solutions and models to participate 

in EDF, and in particular on defence research (EDRP) and capability development initiatives (DIDP). 

In this regard, it is emphasized that Norway, which is a NATO country and a third country for 

the EU, was admitted to the Preparatory Action for Defence (point 48). 

Obviously, to participate in EDF, the United Kingdom should also contribute to finance this 

fund. Therefore, by 2020, the United Kingdom should contribute 500 million euro each year to 

research. Considering that the funds do not replace Member States' funding but facilitate 

cooperation, it should also continue to provide national funds for military R & D programs. In addition, 

for the capabilities, as the EU finances only 20% of the total of a DIDP action, the remaining 80% is 

borne by the States participating in the action. 

In the same way, from 2021, according to the DIDP successor program, also known as DIDP2 

for the development of military capabilities, the United Kingdom should provide its national share to 

finance 1 billion euro of European funds as well as contributing with its quota to mobilize 4 billion 

euro as a commitment of participating States. 

The United Kingdom, of course, does not question its participation in LoI and OCCAR (point 

46) and would like to continue to participate in EDA, may be through an administrative agreement 

(point 47), similar to those already concluded by Norway, Serbia and Switzerland. 
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Bilateral and multinational collaboration 

If participation in the CSDP is better defined in the document, the paper reiterates that existing 

collaboration with one or more Member States is not at all scratched, but it is reinforced. 

In bilateral cooperation, the document (point 38) reaffirms commitments with some European states 

such as: 

• France (Lancaster House Treaty of 2010); 

• Germany; 

• States participating in the Joint Expeditionary Force (JEF). 

Cooperation with France was established by Lancaster House Treaty in 2010, in the two areas of 

nuclear and defence co-operation. Nuclear Collaboration, especially in stock management, is the 

one that works best though it is highly classified. It works also because there is no alternative in 

Europe for the two countries, the only two nuclear powers on the continent. 

The Franco-British military co-operation envisages a Combined Joint Expeditionary Force, which 

has been validated for the Land component through exercises between French and British troops, 

but it remains on paper for air components for the lack of interoperability. 

The Charles de Gaulle aircraft carrier and the Dassault Rafale aircraft have little to do with the two 

Queen Elizabeth class aircraft carriers and the F-35 B short take-off and vertical landing (STOVL) 

that will begin initial operational capability in 2018, reaching full operational capability in 2020. 

The British could be interoperable with US Marines and the Italian Navy and Air Force, who adopted 

the STOVL version of the F-35. 

For this reason, the Lancaster House Treaty has envisaged a series of industrial collaborations 

including the UCAV, which should replace or co-operate with Rafale and F-35, but which could be 

abandoned because of the Franco-German declaration of July 2017, which provides for a new 

generation of combat aircraft and a reconnaissance UAV. 

Germany, after the forthcoming German elections of 24 September 2017, could announce new 

initiatives with the United Kingdom, either through a new format of bilateral ministerial forums or 

through specific collaborative projects that will be better identified. 

Finally, the JEF, an integrated rapid reaction force led by the United Kingdom, including Denmark, 

Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway and the Netherlands and since June 2017 Finland and Sweden, 

is not only a military force but a real a tool of military diplomacy, to create an "anglo-sphere" in 

Scandinavian and eastern Europe, as will be clarified in the next chapter. 

Italy underlines the collaboration in limiting the phenomenon of immigration in the Mediterranean. 

Immigration remains a priority for UK security because it can be linked to the fight against organized 

crime and terrorism. It is also needed as a tool for stabilizing the Middle East. 

Immigration identifies the path already outlined by the High Representative of the Union for Foreign 

Affairs and Security Policy, Federica Mogherini, to conclude agreements with countries of origin and 

transit of immigration, especially of economic migration, which come from Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Collaboration with Italy will mainly concern immigration, organized crime and terrorism, and this will 

have to be widely used for the exchange of sensitive information, which the document quotes in its 

final paragraphs (point 83). 

 

The role of defender of the North and East border 

Since the rise of the Ukrainian crisis, the UK has decided to take on the role of defending the 

Scandinavian countries and Eastern Europe who feel threatened by Russia or any complications of 

the crisis in Ukraine. 

NATO is the legal basis for reaction in case of aggression, in accordance with art. Five of the 

Washington Treaty. 
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However, if Eastern European Border States are both NATO and EU members, in Scandinavia, 

only Norway and Denmark are NATO members - Denmark is also an EU Member State, but does 

not participate in the CSDP - but Sweden and Finland are EU Member States only and they are 

considered as "neutral" countries. 

Sweden and Finland have decided to increase their military cooperation and considering 

joining NATO. 

Since 2009, the main organization of Nordic military cooperation has been NORDEFCO, which 

includes Sweden, Denmark, Finland, Iceland and Norway. Among the main areas of cooperation, air 

transport and a common battalion. 

Finland is not part of NATO - but joins NATO SAC and NATO air patrol in Iceland - and it has 

decided not to participate in the PSDC, nor to EDA. Finland signed a MoU with NATO in April 2014 

to receive assistance, especially for air and naval forces. 

Sweden, recognizing NORDEFCO's limitations in territorial defence and development of 

military capabilities, it has decided to strengthen bilateral co-operation with Finland by signing in May 

2014 an agreement for an action plan for a defence partnership that includes operations and an 

action plan on common acquisitions of defence materials. 

Cooperation between Sweden and Finland, initiated by the Action Plan of 6 May 2014, includes 

six areas of collaboration with its working groups. According to the two countries' January 2005 FAO 

report, the 6 areas include all air, naval and land components, focusing on training exchanges, 

training and exercises, while air and naval components also focus on infrastructures and 

multinational units, and on the ability to achieve interoperability through the transfer of operational 

control of units from one country to another. 

Another option would be the accession of Sweden or Finland to NATO, which in recent months 

has become more realistic for Sweden, where four out of five political parties are in favor, while in 

Finland there is no political decision or public opinion orientation on NATO. 

Sweden and Finland are neutral countries, but have signed Host Nation Support agreements 

with NATO that will eventually allow NATO troops to be deployed on the territory of the two countries 

in the event of an international military crisis, such as aggression against a neighboring NATO 

country. 

The NORDEFCO area has become increasingly important with the Ukrainian crisis, but 

participating States do not consider it effective cooperation in the event of a conventional war, which 

is why it has entered the UK sphere of influence. 

The main British actor in the defense of the Nordic countries is the JEF, which Sweden and 

Finland joined on 30 June 2017. 

With Brexit, Sweden is therefore deciding whether to remain in the British defence circle, as it 

has been so far and how it seems to confirm through its membership of the JEF, or to approach 

Germany, as it could be suggested by July 2017 LoI with Germany. However, LoI with Germany 

could simply fall within the framework of "formal" and "non-substantial" military cooperation 

agreements. 

In September 2017, the largest military exercise in Sweden in 25 years, the Aurora exercise, 

with 20,000 people coming from Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Norway, Sweden 

and the United States will take place. 

 

Analysis, assessments, and forecasts 

This paper states UK government line and general objectives for negotiating with the EU. 

Bearing in mind the hard line of the European Commission's chief negotiator, Michel Barmier, and 

the Heads of State and Government of the Member States, especially the German Chancellor, 

Angela Merkel, who has repeatedly expressed "zero tolerance" towards the UK.  
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This means that it is not sure that wishes of the British paper will become reality. 

If British participation in EU military operations is well accepted, the terms of British 

participation in EDF defence research and development programmes - DIDP and from 2021 EDRP 

and DIDP2 - are to be negotiated. 

According to some British analysts, the strong position in defence could be leveraged by the 

UK government to obtain more favorable terms in other areas of negotiation, such as participation 

in the Single Market or the control over people's movement, which Commission and Chancellor 

Merkel have always supported as strongly interconnected. Alternatively, it could help to reduce the 

"price of divorce" that the Commission is valued at between 40 and 60 billion euros. 

However, British engagement in military operations could be a tradeoff for participating in 

defence research programs, but it is not enough to get a positive impact on other areas, which have 

other levels of financial commitment. 

However, the story is still evolving, and even in the absence of precedents, only time will tell 

what will be the terms of British divorce from the EU, and even what will be the form of exit or eventual 

shorter stay of the United Kingdom in the EU. 

Interestingly, however, it should be noted that with the identification of military cooperation with 

France, Germany and the JEF countries, the document places the focus of British military interest 

on the Franco-German couple as an equal relationship, and towards Scandinavian and Eastern 

Europe as an area of influence. The role of the Mediterranean and Italy is important, at least for 

urgent needs, such as the fight against illegal immigration and the stability of the "southern shore" 

of the Mediterranean Sea, namely the Middle East and North Africa.    

 


