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Integration is, currently, a solid trend in defense industry; among the reasons: the rising 

costs, an increasing complexity and the cuts that – during the past – affected the defense budgets 

in several countries. At international level, a complex string of mergers and takeovers has led – 

during the years – to the emergence of a small number of global players (like Lockheed Martin, 

Boeing, Raytheon, BAE Systems, Northrop Grumman, General Dynamics, Airbus, Thales e 

Leonardo), whose main points of strength are scale and innovation. On the background, the 

European Union has moved actively to promote a continentally integrated defense industry, on the 

forefront of technology, and capable to withstand US competition and to support the European 

ambitions of strategic autonomy, which have gained strength in the most recent times. The Juncker 

commission (2014-19) has been especially active in this sense. For example, it started the 

Permanent Structured Cooperation – PESCO (envisaged in the Lisbon treaty of 2009 but effective 

since 2017), promoting the creation of a European Defence Fund (EDF) and providing – before its 

start, scheduled in 2021 – temporary funds to both support joint industrial programs and promote 

joint research activities in the defense field. 

However, several doubts remain regarding the actual degree of integration of the European 

defense industry in both cooperative procurement and R&D. According to the 2018 European 

Defence Agency (EDA) report, the last available figures (2016, with projections to 2017) show only 

limited developments in the field of cooperative procurement (from 18.7 to 20.3% of the total 

expenditure) compared to the term of reference (2006) while in the field of the R&D situation is 

more or less stable at 9.0%. The same source remarks that, in 2016, cooperative procurement 

accounted for 6.3 billion euros, but if the 27 EDA countries would have really met the benchmark 

fixed in 2007 spending 35.0% of their total Defense budget in cooperative procurement, the figure 

would have approached 11.0 billion. In the same way, if the twenty-seven EDA member states 

would have spent the 20% of their defense R&D budget in collaborative projects (as the 2007 

benchmark envisaged), the sum would have been (in 2016) some 316 million euros, more than the 

double of the effective figure (143 million)1.  

Fill the gap between targets and results is one of the aims of the new European Commission 

(EC). Few weeks ago, its President, the former German Defense Minister Ursula von der Leyen, 

remarked how, in the future, «[t]he European Union needs to be more strategic, more assertive, 

and more united in its approach to external relations»2, also in the security and defense sector, and 

put forth the possibility to overcame the current unanimity principle, replacing it with that of 

qualified majority. However, the most part of the analysts is cautious. The path toward the oft 

quoted “defense industry common market” is full of obstacles related to the presence, among the 

others, of national monopolies, “military secrets”, and sovereignty issues. In the past months, the 

German moratorium on military supplies to Saudi Arabia, including goods that have been 

developed abroad but in collaboration with German partners and/or containing parts or 

components produced or developed by or in collaboration with German firms, shed light on the 

vulnerability of a sector whose integration – lacking a proper legal framework – can be more a 

                                                           
1  Defence Data 2016-2017, Key Findings and Analysis, EDA, Brussels, 2018, p. 11. On the 2007 benchmark and their 

meaning see https://www.eda.europa.eu/info-hub/defence-data-portal/Benchmarks. As the same survey remarks, the 
figures on cooperative procurement and R&D are the most affected by the problems that – since 2012 – some 
countries are facing in providing the required data.  

2  A Rettman, DG defence: Is EU getting serious on joint procurement?, “EU Observer”, 11 Sept. 2019, 
https://euobserver.com/foreign/145905. For a general evaluation of the von der Leyen commission and its priorities 
see The von der Leyen commission: key appointments for a more assertive EU, “Financial Times”, 10 Sept. 2019, 

https://www.ft.com/content/279cce30-d3b5-11e9-8367-807ebd53ab77. 
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source a weakness than of strength3. In this perspective, defending the “old” “national champions” 

and/or resorting to the traditional global suppliers (first of all the US defense industry) can be seen 

by several countries as a tool to better protect their interests and autonomy than the quest for an 

integration often perceived as dangerous and not really useful. 

“Brexit” impact on the one hand, US competition on the other make this state of things even 

more complex. British defense industry provides an important support to the common effort and the 

end of the collaboration could negatively impact on both sides. Not by chance, some observers 

have pointed out that the tentative to elaborate forms of military cooperation outside the CSDP 

framework could be partially linked to the will of keeping a possible “post Brexit” Britain somehow 

integrated into a multilateral defense structure4. US competition too is an important challenge for 

the Union, especially on Central European markets, where the possibility to buy “off the shelf” still 

maintains a strong technical, political and economic attractiveness. Within the framework of its 

security strategy (but also of its strategy to protect and promote national industry -- defense 

industry included), the Trump administration started, in the last months, an ad hoc program 

(European Recapitalization Incentive Program - ERIP) to favor the decommissioning of the old 

former Soviet assets and their replacement with new US materiel in countries like Albania, Bosnia, 

North Macedonia and Slovakia, as well as in Greece5. Accounting for 190 million dollars, ERIP is, 

currently, only a token fund. However, beyond its actual impact, it risks opening a new conflict front 

with Europe after the one opened few months ago by the US request to allow national companies 

to compete in the future bids funded by the EDF6. 

                                                           
3 See G. Pastori, Le nuove tensioni del Golfo: un banco di prova dei rapporti Europa-Stati Uniti, “Osservatorio Strategico 

[CeMiSS]”, vol. 21 (2019), no. 2, pp. 8-13. On the issue of the common legal framework see also S. Besch - B. 
Oppenheim, Up in arms. Warring over Europe’s arms export regime, Centre for European Reform, [London et al.], 
2019. Recently, the German moratorium has been extended for other six months, until 31 March 2020. 

4 See G. Pastori, La NATO e la sfida di un’identità militare europea: la European Intervetion Initiative (EI2), “Osservatorio 
Strategico [CeMiSS]”, vol. 20 (2018), no. 1, pp. 8-12. On the possible impact of “Brexit” on European defence industry 
see, e.g., D.B. Larter, As Britain lurches toward Brexit, how will European security fare?, “Defense News”, 8 Sept. 
2019, https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2019/09/08/as-britain-lurches-toward-brexit-how-will-european-
security-fare; on its impact on British defence industry see N. Witheny, The Brexit threat to Britain's defence industry, 
European Council on Foreing Relations, 1 Feb. 2019, 
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_the_brexit_threat_to_britains_defence_industry. 

5 A Metha - S. Sprenger, European defense industry could come to regret new US weapons fund, “Defense News”, 30 

May 2019, https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2019/05/30/european-defense-industry-could-come-to-
regret-new-us-weapons-fund. 

6 On this issue and its possible implications see D. Fiott, The poison pill: EU defence on US terms?, EUISS Brief no. 7, 
European Union Institute for Strategic Studies Luxembourg, June 2019, https://www.iss.europa.eu/content/poison-
pill-eu-defence-us-terms.  
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