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International cooperation in weapons programmes in Europe has fairly limited numbers.           

A reference study by the European Commission and the European Defence Agency (EDA) on the 

development of the European defense market, quantifies the collaborative programs at 20% of the 

total. The allocation of European funds for the Preparatory Action on Defence Research has not 

challenged it, but the European Commission hopes that, starting from 2021, by means of the 

"capability window" of the European Defence Fund (EDF) the quotas shall be reversed: with 20% 

of the funds financed by the Union, stimulating an 80% financed by the Member States. 

Aerospace is the most collaborative defence sector, as it implies investment risks in research 

and development that are difficult to sustain by individual states; most of the multi-role fighters in 

Europe are the result of multilateral cooperation, just to mention the Tornado MRCA and 

Eurofighter Typhoon resulting from the collaboration between Germany, Italy and the United 

Kingdom (and Spain for Eurofighter). The exception to the rule is represented by France, with the 

Dassault Mirage series and currently the Rafale, and by Sweden with the Saab Viggens and now 

the Gripen. Italy and the United Kingdom have their own tradition of trainer/light fighter aircraft for 

Italy with the MB-326, MB-339, M-346 and M-345 formerly Aermacchi and now Leonardo Aircraft 

and for the UK with the BAE Hawk. In transport aircraft and in the rotary wing, there are 

collaborative solutions by default, as these segments are entrusted to large multinational 

companies such as Airbus for France, Germany and Spain or the former Augusta Westland now 

Leonardo Helicopters for Italy, Poland and the United Kingdom. 

Shipbuilding often enjoys bilateral collaboration in the frigate-class, such as the Franco-

Italian collaboration in Horizon-class and FREMM, while larger units such as the carriers and 

nuclear submarines, or smaller units such as corvettes and logistic units the national solution is 

preferred by referring to national shipyard, such as BAE of the UK, Fincantieri of Italy, Naval Group 

of France, Saab’s Kockums of Sweden and ThyssenKrupp Marine Systems (TKMS) of Germany. 

The land sector is national by vocation, also because land systems enjoy more sustainable 

costs in research and development and production. These are sustainable even by small-medium 

States with a defence industrial base having mature technologies. 

For defence electronics, including avionics, land-based or naval applications, there are both 

national solutions represented by small and medium-sized enterprises, and transnational solutions, 

represented by large companies of the European defence industry. 

The missile sector is the most interesting because, at the beginning of the XXIst century, it 

was consolidated at European level in the transnational company MBDA of France, Germany, Italy 

and the United Kingdom 

We already referred to the types of collaboration that may concern the programmes or the 

industrial entities involved. The most flexible type of collaboration is the partnership agreement: 

when two or more companies collaborate only for a specific programme according to the conditions 

determined by the agreement, thus being distinct and independent from each other. Then comes 

the consortium: when companies are distinct and independent from each other but create a 

specific entity (eg Panavia for Tornado or Eurofighter GmbH) for long-term collaboration in a given 

project. In the Joint Venture, two or more companies create an institution in which they participate 

through stock shares - if at 50% it is an equal JV - to which they entrust a specific segment of 

activity (eg: Alenia Marconi Systems of Italy and the United Kingdom in the 90s and the JV 

Fincantieri Naval Group for military ships nowadays). Eventually, it comes the transnational 

company in which two or more companies from different States create an entity with its own legal 

personality and headquarters in one or more States (eg: MBDA), but the original companies 

continue to remain distinct from the new entity of which they own shares. 
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The next level are represented by international acquisition or merger of companies. In the 

acquisition of shares, or full acquisition of all of the capital, the acquiring company retains its legal 

personality, while the target company becomes a subsidiary, according to the shares purchased, or 

loses his own legal personality by becoming a division or a branch of the acquiring company. In the 

merger of companies, two or more companies even of different nationalities merge by losing their 

own legal personality, which is transmitted to the new entity that has a single legal personality. It is 

also possible that the parent companies may constitute the branches, the divisions or the sectors 

of the new company (eg; EADS now Airbus). 

It is clear that industrial agreements shall be supported, if not promoted by the respective 

national governments, since they are sectors in which national security is an essential principle. 

The industrial consolidation waves have been promoted by the States - and paradoxically by 

the European Union, despite the principle of competition -. The industrial consolidation wave 

started at the end of the 20th century, which reached its climax in the establishment of EADS (now 

Airbus) it is said to have been promoted by Prime Minister Tony Blair and the late French President 

Jacques Chirac at the St. Malo summit in 1998, which is traditionally indicated as the first impulse 

given to the development of today's European defence cooperation. 

The original idea was to merge British Aerospace of the UK with Aérospatiale-Matra of 

France, and DASA of Germany (who had just acquired CASA of Spain) to be followed by 

Finmeccanica of Italy (which regrouped IRI manufacturing companies, and was then going to 

acquire Agusta and Aermacchi) and Saab of Sweden. This plan failed because British Aerospace 

preferred to purchase its electronic systems supplier, GEC Marconi, becoming BAE systems. 

Therefore, France and Germany decided to proceed on their own by establishing the multinational 

company EADS, recently renamed Airbus after the commercial aircraft branch. Prime Minister Blair 

agreed Finmeccanica (now Leonardo) to acquire the avionics division of BAE systems, which was 

establishing an important footprint in the United States, and Agusta to acquire Westland, thus 

becoming AgustaWestland (100% controlled by Finmeccanica since 2005). He also agreed 

Thomson of France to acquire the British company Racal, thus becoming Thales. 

More recently in Italy, the former prime minister, Matteo Renzi, in an interview with                    

“La Repubblica” suggested Leonardo to merge with Fincantieri at national level to avoid foreign 

bids, since there already exists JV Fincantieri with Naval Group . The "Capricorn" plan should see 

the two companies merge into the new "CDP Industria" portfolio controlled by Cassa Depositi e 

Prestiti (CDP). Some analysts, including prof. Michele Nones of the International Affairs Institute of 

Rome, consider the core sectors of the two companies – respectively cruise ships, and aerospace 

and defence – to be too different from each other to be consistent. On the possible leadership of 

the merged company, it is to be considered that Leonardo has a larger size of staff and turnover, 

as well as an international multi-domestic projection that Fincantieri has only recently undertaken. 

In Europe, the major transnational collaborative programmes focus on the 6th generation 

fighters, such as the Franco-German-Spanish programme SCAF, which is opposed to the Tempest 

of the UK programme, which opened this summer to international collaboration, thus becoming a 

British-Italian-Swedish collaboration. There is also the expectation that probably in the short term 

the two programs will merge into one, which according to this author, it will take place with the 

accession of France to Tempest, who will bring with it technologies developed of its own.  

 


