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Usually not much thought is given to the impact of the EU’s Indo-Pacific antipode on the EU’s 
external policy, nor is it generally considered in the discourse on the EU’s potential to project its 
power on the world stage. And yet, the Pacific and Indian Oceans play an increasingly important 
role in the shaping of the future of an increasingly multipolar world, where the centre of power on 
the international stage seems to be in the process of shifting from the Atlantic to the Pacific Ocean. 
Through its limited resources, the EU does attempt to exert its influence in the region, but it needs 
to do more if it wants to be and stay relevant in the “playground of world powers”. 

 
Pivot to the Pacific 
In 2011, under President Barack Obama, the United States, initiated the “Pivot to the Pacific” or 
the “Pivot to Asia”, with the main focus of the U.S. foreign policy being shifted from Europe to 
Asia, acknowledging China’s rise in economic and military importance on the world stage.1 Though 
this pivot was undone and then changed in its nature by the Trump administration2 —successor 
to the Obama administration— by specifically electing to leave out China from any free-trade or 
other cooperative frameworks, the centre of global fireworks clearly remains in the Pacific, with 
Europe much more of an afterthought. 
 
The EU, meanwhile, has chosen to maintain its focus on the United States first and foremost 
hoping that, after the four years of President Trump’s “America First” policy, trans-Atlantic 
relations will gain importance again in the Biden administration.3 This is in line with most of the 
EU’s historical tendency to “stare across the pond”. Although maintaining these trans-Atlantic 
relations is not unimportant, it is underplaying the significance that the EU, perhaps against its 
own will,4 has on the current multipolar world. The effects of its own actions, whether intended 

 
1 Manyin, Mark, Stephen Daggett, Ben Dolven, Susan Lawrence, Michael Martin, Ronald O’Rourke, and Bruce 
Vaughn. “Pivot to the Pacific? The Obama Administration’s “rebalancing” towards Asia.” Congressional 

Research Service, CRS Report for Congress (2012). Accessed April 17, 2021. 
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R42448.pdf. 
2 Saha, Premesha.  “From ‘pivot to Asia’ to Trump’s ARIA: what drives the US’ current Asia policy?” Observer 

Research Foundation Occasional Paper No. 236 (2020). Accessed April 17, 2021. 
https://www.orfonline.org/research/from-pivot-to-asia-to-trumps-aria-what-drives-the-us-current-asia-policy-
61556/. 
3 Herszenhorn, David. “EU extends a hand (or two) to Joe Biden.” Politico, December 1, 2020. Accessed April 
17, 2021. https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-extends-a-hand-or-two-to-joe-biden/.  
4 The EU has been traditionally reluctant to see itself as a hard power, preferring instead to see itself as a “soft”, 
“civilian” or “normative” power, by which is meant that its power is based on “universal values” and the 
attractiveness of those values, rather than on “hard power”, e.g. military might (see also: Gerrits, Andre. 
“Normative power Europe: introductory observations on a controversial notion.” In Normative Power Europe in 

a changing world: a discussion, ed. Andre Gerrits, (Netherlands Institute of International Relations Clingendael, 
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or not, exert influence around the globe making the Union far more influential and powerful5 —
even if it likes to still think of itself as the U.S.’s sidecar in international politics. 

 
A geostrategic overview of the Indo-Pacific 
The only EU member state that seems to have understood the new global geo-strategic reality is 
France. As China, Russia, and the United States have had a growing interest in the Indo-Pacific 
region, France has increased its geostrategic resources and military presence in the region since the 
turn of the millennium.6 This is not unsurprising, as France has a sovereign presence in the Indo-
Pacific through its overseas regions, with additional military bases in Djibouti and the United Arab 
Emirates. French military presence in the Indo-Pacific numbers 7000 personnel.7 Of these 
territories, La Réunion and Mayotte are constitutionally integral parts of France proper, whilst 
French Polynesia, New Caledonia, and Wallis and Futuna maintain close ties with the EU without 
constitutionally being part of it. Thus, France has a significant economic, military and geostrategic 
presence in the region, and it comes as no surprise that France focuses a large part of its foreign 
and military strategy there —what does come as a surprise is that the EU overall does not seem 
inclined to do the same. 
 
Though France is, after Brexit, the only EU member state with a sovereign presence in the Indo-
Pacific, it bears reminding that France, the United Kingdom, and the United States all have 
sovereign presence in the Indian and Pacific Oceans.8 This means that separate from the EU, large 
swathes of the Indo-Pacific are under sovereign and de facto military and geostrategic control of the 
North-Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO). Increased NATO-EU cooperation, for example 
through the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CSDP) or Permanent Structured Cooperation 
(PESCO), therefore forms an important potential avenue for the EU to establish a more influential 
presence in the region. And, based on the EU’s aims in its foreign policy, there is reason for 
wanting that. For there is one single player on the world stage that is causing the most commotion 
in the Indo-Pacific: the People’s Republic of China.9 

 
 
 

 
2009), pp. 1-8. Accessed April 17, 2021. 
https://www.clingendael.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/20091200_cesp_paper_gerrits.pdf. 
5 Bradford, Anu. “The Brussels effect.” Northwestern University Law Review 107, no. 1 (2012): 1-68. Accessed 
April 17, 2021. 
https://scholarship.law.columbia.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1275&context=faculty_scholarship. 
6 Colton, Greg. “Stronger together: safeguarding Australia’s security interests through closer Pacific ties.” Lowy 

Institute Analyses, April 4, 2018. Accessed April 17, 2021. https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/stronger-
together-safeguarding-australia-s-security-interests-through-closer-pacific-0. 
7 Guitton, A., Durbec, N., Pontoni, M., Lelyon, L., Baroë, J., and Munler, J.-F. (2019). France and security in 

the Indo-Pacific – 2018 edition. Ministry of the Armed Forces: Paris, 6. 
8 France’s territory consists of La Réunion, Mayotte, and the French Southern and Antarctic Lands in the Indian 
Ocean, and New Caledonia, French Polynesia, Wallis and Futuna, and Clipperton Island in the Pacific Ocean. 
The United Kingdom controls the British Indian Ocean Territory, and Pitcairn. The United States controls 
Hawaii, American Samoa, Guam, the Northern Mariana Islands, and the Minor Outlying Islands, has compacts 
of free association with the Marshall Islands, Palau, and the Federated States of Micronesia, and military 
presence in Japan and South Korea. 
9 Wesley-Smith, Terence. “China and Oceania: new forces in Pacific politics.” Pacific Islands Policy, no. 2 (2007). Accessed 
April 17, 2021. https://www.eastwestcenter.org/system/tdf/private/pip002_1.pdf?file=1&type=node&id=32210. 
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The EU: A prominent presence, except where necessary 
It is, to an extent, the EU’s aim to actively protect itself from a Chinese influence worldwide and 
within the EU that underpins its current Indo-Pacific strategy. The EU’s current strategic approach 
is based on its economic influence, consisting increasingly of using its market power to improve 
economic ties with India10 and upgrading the nature of its relationship with ASEAN to a “Strategic 
Partnership”,11 whilst it maintains longstanding bilateral engagements with Australia and New 
Zealand.12 Meanwhile, at least for now, it maintains economic and humanitarian relations with 
several East African and Pacific states through the ACP framework. It tries to especially exert its 
influence in the domain of sustainability promotion in the South Pacific by influencing the regional 
fishery frameworks13 —albeit not with as much success as it would perhaps desire, due to the fact 
that in terms of fisheries, the South Pacific island states, despite their small size, can be considered 
united through the almost supranational Pacific Islands Forum Fisheries Agency (FFA). This 
organisation is expected to gain greater leverage in the future, as the region with its fishing 
resources has increasing geostrategic and geopolitical importance for major powers on the world 
stage. 
 
Memoranda of understanding on trade relations, however, do not function as physical barriers 
against Chinese presence in the Indian Ocean, an important shipping route for China, nor does it 
stop China and Russia from making military inroads in the Pacific as they try to challenge U.S. 
presence in the region.14 Meanwhile the EU has not only failed to establish a geostrategic presence 
in the region, but it has also steadily lost economic influence in the South Pacific: the old 
cooperative framework within the Group of African, Caribbean and Pacific Countries (ACP) 
under the Cotonou Agreement15 had been increasingly put into question by Pacific states since 
2010.16 And although since 2018 these are being replaced by an Economic Partnership Agreement, 
Pacific states are only slowly acceding to it17. In short, the EU’s influence in the Indo-Pacific is 
currently only exerted through the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) and focuses 
mostly on trade, economic ties, and humanitarian aid, whilst the potential for greater power 
presence through the CSDP is neglected. This despite France, the one member state with a 

 
10 Moens, Barbara. “Beijing’s rise rekindles EU-India romance.” Politico, January 21, 2021. Accessed April 17, 2021. 
https://www.politico.eu/article/china-rise-eu-india-trade-deal/.  
11 Demonte, Viviana. “From dialogue to a strategic partnership – a promising future for EU-ASEAN relations.” European 
Institute for Asian Studies, January 5, 2021. Accessed April17, 2021. https://www.eias.org/news/from-dialogue-to-strategic-
partnership-a-promising-future-for-eu-asean-relations/.  
12 Evsen, Kahraman. “Pacific. Fact sheets on the European Union.” Fact Sheets on the European Union (2020). Accessed 
April 17, 2021. https://www.europarl.europa.eu/ftu/pdf/en/FTU_5.6.10.pdf.  
13Miller-McQuiston, Arthur, Simon Bush, and Artur Mol. “Power Europe: EU and the illegal, unreported and unregulated 
tuna fisheries regulation in the West and Central Pacific Ocean.” Marine Policy, no. 45 (2014): 138-145. 
14 See: Lo, Bobo. “Once more with feeling: Russia and the Asia-Pacific.” Lowy Institute Analyses, August 20, 2019. 
Accessed April 17, 2021. https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/once-more-feeling-russia-and-asia-pacific. 
15 The ACP is a group of 79 developing countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, the Caribbean (plus Belize, Guyana, and Suriname) 
and the Pacific (including Timor-Leste); the relations between these countries and the EU takes place under the treaty known 
as the Cotonou Agreement, which is, in the words of the Council of the European Union, “the overarching framework for EU 
relations with the ACP countries”, and currently focuses mostly on development, trade and migration (see also: European 
Council. “Cotonou Agreement”. Accessed April 17, 2021. https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/cotonou-
agreement/.). 
16 Laporte, Geert and Gemma Piñol Puig. “Reinventing Pacific-EU relations: with or without the ACP?” ECDPM Briefing 
Note, no. 56 (2013). Accessed April 17, 2021. https://ecdpm.org/publications/future-pacific-eu-relations-without-acp/. 
17 Evsen. “Pacific. Fact sheets on the European Union,” 3. 
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significant presence in the Indo-Pacific and the largest EU military power, being one of the major 
proponents of increased defence cooperation at the EU level.18 

 
Strategic considerations for the EU 
Based on the aforementioned analysis, there are two major considerations for the EU to take into 
account for its approach to the Indo-Pacific in the future. Firstly, the EU should use the sovereign 
presence of France in the region to expand its military activities under the CSDP, including the 
general involvement of other member states’ navies under, for example, PESCO. This will, 
however, require a recalibration of EU member states’ geostrategic focus so that it becomes more 
in line with that of France. In other words, defence culture should become less US-centric, and 
more Eurocentric. Secondly, the EU and its member states should include the Indo-Pacific in their 
global strategies, especially considering the strategic desire of the EU to maintain a counterweight 
to Chinese power and influence. Though the EU is already working to include this region by way 
of trade and economic relations, and the provision of humanitarian aid, i.e. through soft power, 
hard power is also needed to function as a deterrent towards Chinese military overreach. 

 
Conclusion 
The Indo-Pacific is an important region for the future of global politics in an increasingly 
multipolar world, yet, with the exception of France, it remains underdiscussed in EU discourse, 
and military and diplomatic strategy. In order to maintain power and influence worldwide, and to 
fulfil its strategic intention to counterweight Chinese influence, the EU will have to focus more on 
this region, and less on trans-Atlantic relations. This will require strengthening the CSDP and 
PESCO and recalibrating the EU’s military focus on regions that are of greater importance for the 
EU’s own interests. Soon, if not already, the central point of global power will be in the Pacific, 
not in the Atlantic, and the sooner the EU shifts its focus there, the more likely it will be that the 
EU does not fade into unimportance or obscurity. 

 
18 Danjean, A., et al. (2017). Defence and national security strategic review 2017. Délégation à l'information et à la 
communication de la Défense: Paris, 15ème arrondissement, 57-59. 
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In the last 20 years, the EU has published many strategic documents referring to security. 
Since 2016 and the pursuit of resilience in the security environment of the Union, the 
narrative has changed, incorporating broader concepts of security through the Security 
Union, which is based on the Area of Freedom, Security, and Justice.  

From the outset, the Commission aimed to integrate internal and external security and 
internal and external policy. In April 2015, following the terrorist attacks, the Commission 
presented the European Agenda on Security.1 The Commission considered organized 
crime, terrorism, and cybercrime as interlinked areas with a strong cross-border dimension, 
justifying the deepening of European cooperation in the context of a European security 
agenda.2  

The EU's response to the growing sense of insecurity was to prioritize security. In his 
speech on the state of the Union in autumn 2016, Commission President Jean-Claude 
Juncker spoke of a “Europe that protects”,3 a slogan that continued to be an essential part 
of European politics. One of the key elements of this new and safer Europe was the idea 
of a Security Union which would provide the appropriate “tools, infrastructure and 
environment in which national authorities can and do work together effectively to tackle 
shared challenges: an effective and genuine Security Union in which the rights and 
freedoms of citizens are well protected”.4 

The Set-up of the Security Union 

The Communication addresses “all dimensions of the terrorist threat”,5 mentioning 
specifically foreign terrorist fighters, radicalization, sanctions against terrorist backers, the 
improvement of information exchange, cutting the access of terrorists to firearms and 
explosives, protecting citizens and critical infrastructures, as well as the external dimension 
of security. Also, there are suggestions and proposals addressed to Member States and EU 
institutions. 

 
1 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the 
European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions The European Agenda on Security 
(Strasburg: European Union, 2015). 
2 Ibid, 2. 
3 European Commission, “State of the Union Address 2016: Towards a better Europe - a Europe that protects, 
empowers and defends”, September 14, 2016, accessed March 21, 2021, 
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_16_3043.  
4 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council 
and the Council delivering on the European Agenda on Security to fight against terrorism and pave the way towards 
an effective and genuine Security Union (Brussels: European Union, 2016), 2. 
5 Ibid. 
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Even though the Communication announces its direction towards a Security Union, it 
refers only to terrorist threats while the interactions and intersections with other initiatives 
of the Union are not mentioned. Although other threats are mentioned in the text, their 
analysis is limited to terrorism: a typical example are the external borders referred to only 
under the heading of the threat of foreign terrorist fighters.6 At the same time, the 
Communication mentions the external dimension of security superficially, without 
recognizing or analyzing the full range and scope it can take, its interaction with other 
actors in third countries, or the Union's action with third actors. Even if terrorism is used 
as a catalyst for the establishment of the Security Union, after the disproportionately large 
part devoted to it by the European Agenda on Security, the remaining security issues 
should be mentioned or discussed in more detail in the text that institutionalized and 
formalized the Security Union. 

Essentially, the Security Union is a new name for the European Agenda on Security, which 
in turn enriched previous policy guidelines for EU justice and home affairs.7 As the older 
programs were quite detailed, the Juncker Commission, preferring better regulation than 
more regulation, promoted the Security Union plan as vague enough to allow the EU to 
adapt to new threats. Thus, in the Security Union, there is no list detailing what it should 
entail, but groups of broadly defined areas and measures. 

Gradually, the Security Union Progress Reports become more detailed, including other 
security areas or sub-areas. Indicatively, cyber threats and the growing importance of soft 
targets are first mentioned in the 4th Progress Report but continue to appear in all others. 
8 The 5th Progress Report examines, for the first time, in a separate chapter, the external 
dimension of counter-terrorism where it will continue to appear in broader terms and 
including all the issues of the Union's external security.9 In the eleventh Progress Report, 
special attention is paid to enhanced preparedness against chemical, biological, radiological 
and nuclear hazards,10 in the 15th Progress Report, emphasis is placed on hybrid threats 
such as misinformation and rail safety while electoral resilience is emphasized. 11 The 16th 
report12 is the only one that does not start with the paragraph that mentions the two broad 
thematic pillars of the progress reports, but instead, it presents the priorities and measures 
to strengthen security in the EU and the protection of external borders as stated in the 

 
6 Ibid, 5. 
7 Annegret Bendiek. “A Paradigm Shift in the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy: From Transformation to 
Resilience,” SWP Research Paper 11 (2017), accessed March 21, 2021, url: https://www.swp-
berlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/research_papers/2017RP11_bdk.pdf. 
8 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council 
and the Council Fourth progress report towards an effective and genuine Security Union (Brussels: European Union, 
2017). 
9 European Commission, Report from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council and the 
Council Fifth progress report towards an effective and genuine Security Union (Brussels: European Union, 2017). 
10 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council 
and the Council Eleventh progress report towards an effective and genuine Security Union (Brussels: European 
Union, 2017). 
11 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council 
and the Council Fifteenth progress report towards an effective and genuine Security Union (Brussels: European 
Union, 2018). 
12 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council 
and the Council Seventeenth progress report towards an effective and genuine Security Union (Strasburg: European 
Union, 2018). 
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State of the Union of 2018.13 The 18th Report highlights the vulnerabilities of digital 
infrastructure,14 while the 19th mentions the “New Strategic Agenda 2019-2024” of the 
European Council,15 with the aim of “protecting citizens and freedoms” as one of its four 
priorities.16 

Perhaps the most important progress report, the 9th Progress Report,17 presents the 
conclusions drawn by the Commission from the overall assessment of Union action in the 
field of internal security,18 published together with the report. The evaluation, launched in 
December 2016, examined the appropriateness and effectiveness of EU policies and 
instruments to support the Member States in combating terrorism and preventing 
radicalization, combating organized crime, and tackling crime in cyberspace. The 
evaluation approved the final result as positive and confirmed the relevance of the main 
instruments of EU security policy. Moreover, the policy requirements within the Security 
Union are the most coherent link between the Union's internal security and external 
security. At various points in the progress reports, the correlations of policies within and 
outside the Union are mentioned, and the links between the different policy areas are 
clarified, even if not in much detail. 

The previous European Commission was committed to improving EU security. The 
Commission seems to be proposing a “single market for security”,19 where practices, laws 
and standards are homogenized within the Union. However, in contrast to the single 
market, which aims to reduce trade barriers, the Security Union must be able to adapt 
constantly to new and evolving challenges and threats, which in turn makes it difficult to 
set a “finish line” to achieve the Union's objectives. 

 

 

 

 
13 European Commission, “State of the Union 2018: The hour of European sovereignty,” accessed March 21, 2021, 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/soteu2018-speech_en_0.pdf.  
14 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council 
and the Council Eighteenth progress report towards an effective and genuine Security Union (Brussels: European 
Union, 2019). 
15 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council 
and the Council Nineteenth progress report towards an effective and genuine Security Union (Brussels: European 
Union, 2019). 
16 European Council, “A New Strategic Agenda 2019-2024,” accessed March 21, 2021, 
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/39914/a-new-strategic-agenda-2019-2024.pdf.  
17 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council 
and the Council Ninth progress report towards an effective and genuine Security Union (Brussels: European Union, 
2017). 
18 European Commission, Commission Staff Working Document Comprehensive Assessment of EU Security Policy 
Accompanying the document Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European 
Council and the Council Ninth progress report towards an effective and genuine Security Union, Part 1/2 (Brussels: 
European Union, 2017); European Commission, Commission Staff Working Document Comprehensive Assessment 
of EU Security Policy Accompanying the document Communication from the Commission to the European 
Parliament, the European Council and the Council Ninth progress report towards an effective and genuine Security 
Union, Part 2/2 (Brussels: European Union, 2017). 
19 Camino Mortera-Martinez. “The EU’s Security Union: A bill of health,” Open Society European Policy Institute 
(June 2019), accessed March 21, 2021, url: https://www.cer.eu/sites/default/files/pbrief_secuinon_21.6.19.pdf  
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One Step Further: The EU Security Union Strategy 2020-2025 

The European Commission recently set out a new EU Security Union Strategy for the 
2020-2025 period.20 As a document, it continues the aforementioned effort by launching a 
new Strategy that can be more easily owned and accepted by the new EU leadership.  

Compared to the previous Communications of the Security Union, the text analyzes in 
more detail the Commission’s plan. Specifically, there are references to new or pre-existing 
European agencies, legislative proposals, and a cause-effect relation between policies and 
their expected results. It is a broad, cross-sectoral document seeking to overcome old 
dichotomies between online and offline security, digital and physical security, and internal 
and external security, emphasizing the security of individuals and not that of the member 
states, or even the security of the Union. 

The threats mentioned in the document are related to cybersecurity, cybercrime, the global 
environment, hybrid and terrorist attacks and organized crime,21 while the emphasis is 
placed on “an EU coordinated response for the whole of society”.22 Regarding the four 
strategic priorities of the document –a future proof security environment, tackling evolving 
threats, protecting Europeans from terrorism and organized crime, a strong European 
security ecosystem– each one analyzes the policies and thematic areas they incorporate, 
while also offering the “key actions” that need to be included and adopted, something like 
a “to-do list”23 and a useful guide to face current problems rather than just top-down policy 
proposals.  

In the same spirit, the first progress report of the Strategy has two annexes offering 
information on the implementation of legislation on security24 and an implementation 
roadmap.25 Furthermore, the first progress report further specifies the measures taken and 
analyzes policy areas and issues that were never mentioned before in the context of the 
Security Union.26 In that way, the new Strategy and its first progress report can be 
understood as the EU’s reaction to the wider range of emerging security needs focusing 
on the areas that are deemed the most critical to EU security in the years to come.27 

 

 

 
20 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council, 
the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the EU Security 
Union Strategy (Brussels: European Union, 2020). 
21 Ibid, 3-4. 
22 Ibid, 5. 
23 Niklas Novaky, “EU's new Security Union Strategy is a good first step,” Eurobserver, July 31, 2020, accessed 
March 21, 2021, https://euobserver.com/opinion/149066.  
24 European Commission, Annex to the Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the 
Council First Progress Report on the EU Security Union Strategy Status of implementation of legislation on security 
(Brussels: European Union, 2020). 
25 European Commission, Annex to the Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the 
Council First Progress Report on the EU Security Union Strategy Implementation Roadmap (Brussels: European 
Union, 2020). 
26 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council First 
Progress Report on the EU Security Union Strategy (Brussels: European Union, 2020). 
27 Thomas Wahl, “Commission: New EU Security Union Strategy,” EUCRIM, August 31, 2020, accessed March 
21, 2021, https://eucrim.eu/news/commission-new-eu-security-union-strategy/. 
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Concluding Remarks 

The Strategy has received criticism regarding the structure of the Security Union, whether 
it is concrete enough, and it's unclear relation to other EU documents and Strategies.28 
Such criticism is superficial as the Security Union as a concept preexisted the Strategy with 
clear orientations and policies. The aim of the initiative was not to create another structure 
with limitations and clear boundaries, as the aim was to offer a fluid concept for the 
realization of broadly defined security policies and goals. If the Strategy offered such a 
concrete structure, then the point of the Security Union would be compromised regarding 
its relation to other EU Documents. For these reasons, it is mistaken to question its 
standing concerning the Global Strategy for the European Union’s Foreign and Security 
Policy (EUGS).29 The Security Union, and its Strategy, is an internal security strategy, while 
the EUGS offers the EU’s strategic vision for the world. The fact that both documents 
mention the opposite “side” of security –the EUGS also mentions internal security while 
the Security Union Strategy mentions external security– should be expected. Security 
cannot be limited to internal or external, they are the two sides of the same coin, and this 
is exactly why the internal-external security nexus was developed as a concept. In today’s 
interconnected world, internal security cannot exist without external security and vice 
versa.  

However, it is important to note that the Security Union Strategy makes one step forward 
in relation to the previous Communications of the Security Union. More specifically, the 
issue areas mentioned in the Progress Reports in a less detailed manner are now being fully 
explored by the new Strategy. All in all, the Strategy is an innovative security text as it 
highlights aspects of security that are now important but were not part of the discussion 
in the previous years. It can be considered as a new security direction for the EU, one 
where the Commission does not shy away from recognizing EU deficiencies. The 
trajectory of the Security Union, and the way it was set up, were deliberate and carefully 
thought of in order to be able to adapt to new challenges in an ever-changing security 
environment.  

Lastly, the Security Union Strategy focuses on areas that are going to become challenges 
for the EU –if not so already. The security concept of the EU needs to be analyzed and 
thought of from a much broader perspective than in the past, including both the digital 
and physical world. The internal-external security nexus can be the main analytical 
framework for the holistic understanding of security, both internally and externally. Having 
said that, as internal and external security cannot be perceived individually anymore, it 
would be important to manage cooperation with international partners and close 
coordination with the EU’s external actions in the implementation of the Strategy in the 
years to come.30  

 
28 Novaky, “EU's new Security Union Strategy is a good first step,” op. cit. 
29 European External Action Service, “Shared vision, common action: A stronger Europe: a global strategy for the 
European Union’s foreign and security policy”, accessed March 21, 2021, 
https://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/top_stories/pdf/eugs_review_web.pdf.  
30 Wahl, “Commission: New EU Security Union Strategy,” op. cit.  
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The March 25th, 1957. Six European leaders gathered at the Urbs Aeterna to sign the Treaty which 
would strongly shape the trajectory of the European Project. Since then, the European Project has 
seen six more treaties, each broadening, deepening, and transforming its scope and nature. Styling 
itself as a rule-based entity, the Treaties serve as the de facto constitutional backbone of the ever-
closer Union. 

Treaty change has proven to be an onerous undertaking for the member states. Consecutive 
enlargement waves have increased the number of seats around the table. The electoral rise of 
Eurosceptic and Europhobic parties and their participation in governing majorities such as Poland 
and Italy, along with the EU’s increasingly critical electorate, further dampened the appetite among 
the European leaders since the latest Treaty overhaul. 

Piggy-banking on Macron’s opinion proposal (turning into a habit if you ask me), the Commission 
and Parliament jointly proposed a Conference on the Future of Europe. The Conference seeks to 
chart a long-term perspective for the European project. An important role has been reserved for 
the common EU citizens as the supranational institutions wish to increase engagement with the 
EU constituencies to stem the Eurosceptic tide.1 

I would like to hand you my take on an institutional reboot of the EU. 

The Dreaded Treaty Taboo 

Treaty change is often likened to opening the infamous Pandora’s Box. Among the member states 
many fear the lasting damage that talks on treaty change could have. The debate could potentially 
become highly toxic due to political disagreements over the general scope and direction of the EU. 

Fear is a bad advisor, however. As the international system is shifting towards multipolarity, the 
member states are calling upon Brussels to take on a greater geopolitical role within the 
international system. To achieve such a greater role, treaty change should be an option at the end 
of the road; even if it goes against the general wisdom within the national capitals. The current 
status quo is a major roadblock to achieve its geopolitical aspirations. The use of unanimity within 
the Common Foreign and Security Policy should be reneged in favor of qualitative majority voting 
as it has become irreconcilable with the current geopolitical reality. Through qualitative majority 
voting, the EU27 would become more agile to take a stance on matters of international importance 
without the risk of being kept hostage by national interests through foreign lobbying tactics. 

 
1 De la Baume, Maïa. “What is the Conference on the Future of Europe?”. Politico, March 4, 2021. Accessed April 4, 2021. 
https://www.politico.eu/article/what-is-the-conference-on-the-future-of-europe/. 
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Whereas I am open to the general idea of a treaty change, I would preferably limit the scope to an 
institutional revamp à la Nice instead of a major substantive revamp as the main objective should 
be adjusting the EU to the new geopolitical reality. 

Presidency Problem 

Who do you call if you want to discuss pressing matters with the EU? There is no straight forward 
answer to this question as there is no single number to dial. Brussels is often overlooked by major 
powers such as the Kremlin and the White House in favor of bilateral contacts with national 
capitals, most notably Berlin, Paris, and London. Regardless of the uniqueness of its multi-layered 
governance system, the EU remains a hybrid collective of states with common positions being the 
subject of deliberations (often more wrangling) between national capitals. This is especially the case 
for EU Foreign Policy.2 

In line with what has been above, the EU has a different kind of Presidency problem, which was 
on full display during the interinstitutional wrangling regarding the Conference on the Future of 
Europe.3 The EU simply has an overabundance of “Presidents” with the so-called presidential 
Quartet (the Presidencies of the Council, Parliament and the Commission, and the rotating 
Presidency of the Council of Ministers) being somewhat on equal footing. In cases of a clear 
supranational competence, foreign governments are still largely clueless who to call. Within the 
Quartet, the Commission is often viewed as the executive of the EU, thus viewing its President as 
the de facto main president. The Member States remain reticent to depict the Commission-
President as THE president out of a disdain for euro federalist tendencies.4 

The Swiss directorial governance system could act as a source of inspiration for tackling the 
presidency problem. A directorial system consists of collegial institutions, serving as a collective 
executive with decisions taken in consensus. The Swiss Federal Council is an example of such a 
collective. It consists of 7 members with a rotating presidency, with each member responsible for 
a federal competence.5 A directorial style representation à la Suisse could alleviate the EU’s 
presidency problem, therefore, representing an exciting case to explore.  

The directorial fashioned Quartet represents an ideal yet informal EU directory, bringing together 
the presidents of the EU’s most important institutions. A rotating chairmanship would (hopefully) 
preemptively avoid getting sucked into a tug of war between the EU institutions (themselves) and 
the member states. It would hold meetings to discuss matters of great importance and/or 
international urgency such as the East Med crisis or Libya to exchange information and preliminary 
views of their respective institutions. In case of sudden international incidents (for example, China’s 
recent sanctions against MEPs), the Quartet could even hold emergency meetings preceding the 
launch of discussions within their own institutions. 

 
2Tocci, Nathalie. “Who do I call if I want to call the US?” Politico, March 4, 2018. Accessed April 17, 2021. 
https://www.politico.eu/article/who-do-i-call-if-i-want-to-call-the-us/. 
3 De la Baume. “What is the Conference on the Future of Europe?”. 
4Herszenhorn, David M. “The EU has a presidential problem (and a navel-gazing one)”. Politico, March 11, 2021. Accessed 
April 17, 2021. https://www.politico.eu/article/at-signing-ceremony-eu-presidents-seal-deal-on-future-of-the-conference-on-
the-future-of-europe/. 
5 The Federal Council. "Decision-taking at meetings of the Federal Council", admin.ch, January 15, 2020. Accessed April 17, 
2021. https://www.admin.ch/gov/en/start/federal-council/tasks/decision-making.html. 
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With the Quartet acting as a “collective outward presidential representative” foreign governments 
no longer face the question of which number to dial in the European Quarter. Additionally, the 
Chair of the Quartet could represent the EU on international fora such as the G20 and the UN. 

The Spitzen Dynasty Cut Short? 
The Commission Presidency is viewed as the crown jewel during the European elections. It is, 
without doubt, the most influential amongst the batch of presidents thanks to the Commission’s 
legislative monopoly. 

Whereas picking the president-elect is a treaty-based prerogative of the Heads of State and 
governments for decades, the entire process has undergone some (incremental) institutional 
changes in favor of the Parliament with the Lisbon Treaty obliging the Council to hold 
consultations with the Parliament and to take the parliamentary elections into account.6 

The 2014 elections marked an abrupt change with the inception of the Spitzenkandidaten process. 
In a bid to increase transparency and voter turnout, the Parliament spurred the European political 
parties to name a candidate as their pick for the Commission Presidency, with the largest grouping 
having a claim on the position.7 

This, however, set off a turf war between the Parliament and the Council, with the Council viewing 
it as an outright power grab. Member states were unwilling to bound themselves to the process 
stating their treaty-based prerogative. Whereas the 2014 elections proved to be a symbolic win for 
the Parliament, the 2019 elections were a major setback following the dismissal of the entire process 
by the Council.8 Juncker would become the sole member of the Spitzen dynasty. 

The Spitzenkandidaten process may have been well-intended, but it has some drawbacks. Firstly, the 
procedure showed an unintended bias towards the Grand Coalition at the expense of the smaller 
EP Groups. The center-right EPP and the center-left S&D are by far the biggest groups in 
Parliament, boasting the largest amount of national delegations compared to their counterparts, 
with the EPP having an edge thanks to its higher voter share in the former Warsaw pact countries. 
Therefore, a President-elect would be highly likely to hail from these groups.9 

Closely interlinked with the bias towards the Grand Coalition, the procedure shows a bias to the 
parliamentary groups boasting delegations from the larger member states. The 2019 elections 
highlighted the point as the smaller parliamentary groups made major gains thanks to the addition 
of a large national delegation from the large member states. Despite their crumbling voter shares, 
the EPP and S&D continue to dominate the plenary in part to being the sole groups boasting 
(large) national delegations from all the large member states.10 

Secondly, the general spirit behind the Spitzenkandidat is incompatible with the national voting lists. 
By appointing lead candidates for the Commission Presidency, the Parliament aimed to increase 
political awareness through the personalization of the elections. The so-called Timmermans effect 

 
6 Tilindyte, Laura. “Understanding the Spitzenkandidaten process.” European Parliament, April, 2019. Accessed April 17, 
2021. https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/630264/EPRS_BRI(2018)630264_EN.pdf. 
7 Hurst, Luke. “What is a spitzenkandidat?” Euronews, March 3, 2021. Accessed April 17, 2021. 
8 Tilindyte. “Understanding the Spitzenkandidaten process.”. 
9 Politico. (2 July 2019). “European Parliament elections”. Politico, July 2, 2019. Accessed April 17, 2021. 
https://www.politico.eu/europe-poll-of-polls/european-parliament-elections-2019/. 
10 Politico. “European Parliament elections”. 
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in the Netherlands is the perfect representation of how the so-called personalization objective 
failed to transcend national boundaries. The center left PvdA enjoyed a major surge in support, 
unexpectedly coming on top in the Netherlands.11 Outside the Netherlands, however, the S&D 
could not translate the Timmermans effect into an EU-wide surge of support. 

Transnational lists were put forth as an interesting remedy for the Spitzenkandidaten system. 
Through the establishment of a single transnational constituency, the leading candidates of the 
European parliamentary groups would be part of the transnational list, allowing the EU electorate 
to cast their vote for their favorite candidate. Transnational lists, however, are criticized for being 
an elitist construct, further increasing the distance between Brussels and the EU electorate.12 
Furthermore, critics argue it could eventually harm the Commission’s standing when the lead 
candidate with the highest number of preference votes does not hail from the largest grouping.13 
Additionally, big personalities would rather fulfil the role of lead candidate, thus setting the stage 
for a potential institutional showdown with the Council.14 

The Spitzenkandidaten system may represent a genuine and welcome effort to add a dose of 
transparency and visibility to the entire process, yet it remains an ill-executed system. The European 
parliamentary elections are still a patchwork of national elections instead of a real European 
election, de facto delegitimizing the entire process. I, therefore, believe the entire system should be 
put on the backburner as a President-elect with the support of only its national constituency is 
democratically equally legitimate as a counterpart picked by Council. Without a single (collective) 
European election the system would remain impossible to truly root itself within the lives of the 
general EU populace and foster a European political awareness. 

Conclusion 

With the kick-off of the Conference on the Future of Europe in sight, we citizens have the chance 
to take the matter into our own hands and shape the EU’s general direction. Despite the recent 
surge in Euroscepticism, EU citizens have paradoxically called for more joint European action in 
different policy fields.15 

We must, however, keep in mind that the EU remains a hybrid collection of states with a unique 
structure and, therefore, its own set of problems. You have now read a few of my proposals on a 
potential EU reboot, one potentially more controversial than the other. This should, however, not 
hold us back; on the contrary, it is the ideal moment to issue these bold proposals to allow for 
maximum dialogue amongst ourselves. The Conference represents a moment of empowerment 
and we should not let it slip through our fingers. Now is the time to let our voice be heard. 

 
11 Nos. “PvdA-winst komt door het Frans Timmermans-effect”. NOS, June 23, 2019. Accessed April 17, 2021. 
https://nos.nl/artikel/2286046-pvda-winst-komt-door-het-frans-timmermans-effect.html. 
12 EPP Group. “EPP Group votes down transnational lists”. EPP Group, February 7, 2018. Accessed April 17, 2021. 
https://www.eppgroup.eu/newsroom/news/epp-group-votes-down-transnational-lists 
13 Van Hecke, Stevens. and Wolfs, Wouter. “Transnational lists – A bad good idea”. Euractiv, February 7, 2018. Accessed 
April 4, 2021. https://www.euractiv.com/section/elections/opinion/transnational-lists-a-bad-good-idea/. 
14 Ghinea, Cristian. “Is the Spitzenkandidat system really dead? Not if we act now”. Euractiv, November 13, 2019. Accessed 
April 17, 2021. https://www.euractiv.com/section/future-eu/opinion/is-the-spitzenkandidat-system-really-dead-not-if-we-act-
now/. 
15 European Parliament. (2018). “Delivering on Europe: One year to go – European Elections”. European Parliament. 
Accessed April 17, 2021. https://www.europarl.europa.eu/at-your-service/files/be-
heard/eurobarometer/2018/delivering_on_europe_citizens_views_on_current_and_future_eu_action/executive-summary.pdf.  
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Respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, and the universal principles of the rule of law and 
democracy represent the founding principles of the European Union (EU). Article 6 of the Treaty on 
European Union “recognises the rights, freedoms and principles set out in the Charter of Fundamental 
Rights of the European Union”1. Whereas the EU had a way with words, in essence its position was 
terribly vulnerable. Indeed, it has not been easy for the EU institutions to put human rights before 
economic and geopolitical vital interests. This has been one of the most critical flaws of the European 
external and internal policies which have compromised its role as “promoter of human rights”.  

Presently, we have a new season before us: a new Global Human Rights Sanctions Regime, commonly called 
“The EU Magnitsky Act”, has been adopted. It is a horizontal sanctions regime which provides the EU 
with bigger flexibility to target violations of human rights. It could facilitate a serious and concrete 
commitment of the EU in the field of human rights, as it is able to target human rights violations without 
being limited to existing geographical regimes. Brussels has an opportunity to put into action its 
fundamental values, thus avoiding to be the protector defender of human rights only when it is 
convenient to the EU: is it finally the right time? 

The EU defending Human Rights 

The concept of “Normative power Europe”2 has been mostly studied after the end of the Cold War. 
After that moment, the EU has tried to export its civil rights in many countries. Defending human rights 
and democracy has been one of the most crucial goals, at least as a proclamation of principles. In point 
of fact, Europe said a lot but did very little. According to that, some scholars argue that the role of the 
EU as a democracy promoter was “quite weak both internally and externally”3.  

However, at least rhetorically, European response to human rights violations has gradually become the 
heart of the external action. Brussels has worked to impose itself as a firm promoter and defender of 
human rights across the world and outside its own borders, in a shifting geopolitical space. “New 
geopolitical rivalries only serve to underline its role as a reliable and stable partner, and a champion of 
the rules-based international order”, as the European Union External Action Service states.4 
Undoubtedly, the EU has adopted several instruments to prove it: just to cite some, the EU-NGO Human 
Rights Forum, the EU special Representative for Human Rights (EUSR), The Action Plan on Human Rights and 

 
1 Consolidated Version of the Treaty on European Union, Official Journal of the European Union, C 326/15, October 26, 2012. Art 6. 
Accessed April 17, 2021. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:2bf140bf-a3f8-4ab2-b506-
fd71826e6da6.0023.02/DOC_1&format=PDF.  
2 Manners, Ian. “Normative Power Europe: A Contradiction in Terms?”. Journal of Common Market Studies (JCMS) 40, n. 2 (2002): 
43-60. 
3 Kochenov, Dimitry. “Law Perspective: Praise Undeserved? The EU as a Democracy Promoter: A Sceptical Account”, in The 
Substance of EU Democracy Promotion, edited by Anne Wetzel and Jan Orbie (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 27-34. 
4 European External Action Services (EEAS). “Human Rights & Democracy”. Accessed April 17, 2021. 
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage_en/414/Human%20rights%20&%20Democracy. 
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Democracy and the Strategic Framework on Human Rights and Democracy (adopted in 2012). Other essential 
tools are the so-called “restrictive measures” or sanctions. They are intended to introduce a change by 
targeting non-member states responsible for the malign behaviour at stake.5 The EU can impose 
sanctions to promote the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), including inter alia defending 
human rights and democracy. Those sanctions (arms embargoes, travel bans, asset freezes, economic 
measures as restrictions on import and exports) are carefully targeted. Restrictive measures against serious 
human rights violations were adopted against Iran, to cite an example.6  
Nonetheless, this approach has a fundamental limit: it is a geographical regime targeting a specific country 
or region, not individuals. It exclusively provides for "localised" sanctions linked to certain geographical 
contexts or to specific crises and conflicts. But linking sanctions to specific situations can limit the 
European ability to respond swiftly and severely to human rights violations. What happens if a severe 
violation of human rights occurs, but it does not fall within one of these circumstances? What happens 
if it is perpetrated in a country which is a geopolitical ally of some member states?  

Finding a new regime 

The EU institutions were very aware that a step forward was needed. The goal was strengthening their 
human rights mechanisms, altering them to effective and credible mechanisms. Thus, 77 years after the 
adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the EU approved the Global Human Rights 
Sanctions Regime, also known as the “European Magnitsky Act”. It was formally adopted on December 7, 
2020, and it established a new sanctions regime for serious human rights violations targeting individuals. 
Following the approach of several countries, it provides for sanctions such as travel bans and asset freezes 
—regardless of where in the world the human rights violations occurred. This represents a significant 
development which is expected to constitute a significant contribution towards global human rights 
progress, as it would strengthen the EU’s ability to punish severe or systematic human rights violations. 
Up to that time, as already pointed out, the EU had only a geographical sanctioning mechanism. 
Nevertheless, as early as 2018, the Dutch Government submitted a proposal7 for introducing a new 
sanctions regime. At that time, the Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs underlined that, while progress was 
made in the field of human rights since the adoption of the Universal Declaration, “the fact remains that 
seven decades on, human rights are under pressure in most parts of the world. In large part it is because 
those who commit human rights abuses often simply get away with it”. That proposal fitted in the 
framework of other sanctions regimes against individuals involved in human rights violations. This trend 
is recent, though, and was initiated just in 2016 by the United States. Under the Obama Administration, 
the Global Magnitsky Human Rights Accountability Act was signed into law. It represents a bipartisan bill 
intending to punish Russian officials who were responsible for the murder of Russian tax lawyer Sergei 
Magnitsky in a Moscow prison in 2009. Since 2016, the Magnitsky Act has been applied globally and has 
authorized the U.S. government to sanction human rights violators. Since then, several governments have 
taken this direction: similar acts were adopted in Canada, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and, most recently, 
in the UK, the first circumstance whereby the UK has imposed unilateral sanctions under national law 

 
5 European Commission. “Restrictive Measures (Sanctions)”. EU sanctions tools. Accessed April 17, 2021. 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/banking-and-finance/international-relations/restrictive-measures-sanctions_en#map. 
6 EU Sanctions Map. “EU Sanctions Map”. Accessed April 17, 2021. 
https://sanctionsmap.eu/#/main?search=%7B%22value%22:%22%22,%22searchType%22:%7B%7D%7D. 
7 Rikard Jozwiak, “Netherlands Proposes New EU Human Rights Sanctions Regime”, RadioFreeEurope/RadioLiberty. November 20, 
2018.Accessed April 17, 2021. https://www.rferl.org/a/netherlands-propose-new-eu-human-rights-sanctions-regime/29609488.html  
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since Brexit.8 The same need was also felt by Australia, where the Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, 
Defence, and Trade recommended the enactment of an Australian Magnitsky Act.  

Thus, why has the EU struggled with it? What were its perplexities about a Global Human Rights Sanctions 
Regime? The principal obstacle was the political use of the U.S. Magnitsky Act, especially during the Trump 
Administration, which had interpreted those sanctions with an anti-Russia intent. The “Magnitsky” name 
was a hurdle for those states with a tight relation with Russia (Cyprus, Greece, Hungary, or Italy). This 
was the main reason for the slowing down of the process towards a Magnitsky-type sanctions regime. 
However, the EU Commission with the High Representative of the Union Josep Borrell, through the 
adoption of the Joint Communication and the EU Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy for 2020-
2024, were able to pave the way, ensuring a more efficient system to protect human rights and 
democracy.9 As Borrell said, “an opportunity for Europe not only to stand up for its values but to act”10. 
As a result, finally, the Council Regulation (EU) 2020/1998 has formally adopted this exterritorial human 
rights sanctions regime which provides a non-exhaustive list of offenses —genocide, crimes against 
humanity, torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment; slavery, extrajudicial 
or summary or arbitrary executions and killings; enforced disappearance of persons; arbitrary arrest and 
other human rights violations or abuses that are widespread and systematic as sexual and gender-based 
violence, abuses of freedom of opinion and expression, violations or abuses of freedom of religion or 
belief.11 The EU Council, acting unanimously, is to establish and amend the list of sanctioned persons 
upon a proposal from an EU Member State or the High Representative of the EU.  
On March 2, the Council12 decided to impose restrictive measures against four Russian citizens 
responsible for serious human rights violations, including arbitrary arrests and detentions, as well as the 
widespread and systematic repression of freedom of peaceful assembly and association and freedom of 
opinion and expression in Russia, enforcing for the first time the horizontal sanctioning mechanism. On 
March 22, the EU13 imposed sanctions against four Chinese officials and one entity for the human rights 
violations of the Uyghur minority. This is the first punitive measures against China since Tiananmen 
Square (1989). On the same day, the Council imposed restrictive measures against other violators of 
human rights, listing a total of fifteen individuals and entities under the Global Human Rights Sanctions Regime. 
It can be said that progress is being made on this front.  

Conclusion 
The presence of a “double standard” and the lack of coherence between words and facts are the “Achilles’ 
heel of the Western democracy promotion efforts”,14 as Bossuyt would argue. The EU must do what it 

 
8 “The EU Adopts Its First Sanctions under Its New Global Human Rights Sanctions Regime”, Global law firm, Norton Rose Fulbright, 
March 26, 2021.Accessed April 17, 2021. https://www.nortonrosefulbright.com/en-us/knowledge/publications/81a274ea/the-eu-
adopts-its-first-global-human-rights-sanctions-regime  
9 European Commission. “Human Rights and Democracy: striving for dignity and equality around the world”. Press release, March 
2020, Brussels. Accessed April 17, 2021. https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_492. 
10 European Commission. “Sanctions and Human Rights: towards a European framework to address”. Press release, October 2020, 
Brussels. Accessed April 17, 2021. https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1939. 
11 Council Regulation (EU) 2020/1998 of 7 December 2020 concerning restrictive measures against serious human rights violations 
and abuses. OJ L 410I , 7.12.2020, p. 1–12. 
12 Council of the EU. “Global Human Rights Sanctions Regime: EU sanctions four people responsible for serious human rights 
violations in Russia”. Press Release, March 2021, Brussels. Accessed April 17, 2021. https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-
releases/2021/03/02/global-human-rights-sanctions-regime-eu-sanctions-four-people-responsible-for-serious-human-rights-
violations-in-russia/. 
13 Council of the EU. “EU imposes further sanctions over serious violations of human rights around the world”. Press Release, March 
2021, Brussels. Accessed April 17, 2021. https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/03/22/eu-imposes-further-
sanctions-over-serious-violations-of-human-rights-around-the-world/. 
14 Bossuyt, Jean. “Providing effective support to “deep democracy”: how can it realistically be done?”. Revue internationale de 
politique de développement, Articles and Debates 4.3 (2013)106-137. 
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preaches if it wants to be a credible actor in international relations. And, in recent times, the EU has not 
been such a credible actor in defending human rights; while the Union was proclaiming that it “is not 
prepared to stand by while serious human rights violations and abuses are committed”,15 it has made 
deals with authoritarian regimes such as China; improved bilateral relations with one of the worst 
dictatorships, Eritrea; overshadowed the clear violations of the Copenhagen criteria in some of the EU 
member states, particularly in Hungary and Poland. As a global player, the EU is bound to sign 
agreements with different actors, however their modality must be different, especially in the field of 
human rights The EU needs to act in an alternative way, sending a message of coherence to everybody. 
Not just words, but facts. The Global Human Rights Sanctions Regime marks a sensible step forward, a symbol 
of a deeper commitment. Whether it is enough, time will tell. Undoubtedly, it is a considerable 
opportunity to increase pressure on those states whose policies violate human rights. Brussels is trying; 
now it must manage all its political tools for supporting human rights. And, maybe, the Union finally 
finds the right way towards a real defence and promotion of human rights globally. 

 

 
15 European External Action Services (EEAS). Questions and Answers: EU Global Human Rights Sanctions Regime, 2020. Accessed 
April 17, 2021. https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/90013/questions-and-answers-eu-global-human-rights-
sanctions-regime_en. 
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In February 2021, the world's most visited museum, The Louvre, started transporting 100.000 art 
pieces towards the Louvre Conservation Center in Lievin.1 This was deemed a necessary 
precaution to safeguard historic pieces from the dangers of climate change. As floodings in Paris 
have become more frequent and severe in the past few years, the possible destruction of timeless 
art pieces is a risk that Jean-Luc Martinez, the director of the Louvre, was not willing to take. 
 
The threat of climate change will go far beyond a tropical summer or extreme rainfall. Many 
politicians, such as Angela Merkel in Germany and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez in the U.S. realized 
this and have taken it upon themselves to push for rigorous climate action.2 But are we, within the 
European Union, doing enough against this common foe to ensure that the generations after us 
can enjoy our planet to the fullest? 
 
The answer to the question remains undecided. Although, the European public does not seem to 
be too worried about it. While many may agree to bring a reusable bag to the stores, far fewer are 
willing to make more considerable changes to their lifestyle, such as swap their flights for train 
rides. The Open Society European Policy Institute3 says that the majority of voters expect life to 
continue on as normal, even if nothing is done. The true cost of climate change has not sunk in 
yet with the general population. As a consequence, it is up to politicians to make the hard choices, 
whether that is nationally, or, in a broader scheme, at the European level.  
 
A Green Illusion?  
With the announcement of the European Green Deal at the end of 20194, green policy officially 
took its place in the spotlight. The commitment to make Europe the first climate neutral continent 
by 20505 is certainly not lacking in ambition. Besides, nobody can contest that we have come a 
long way in policies and mechanisms to fight the climate threat. Take for example the EU’s flagship 
policy, the Emission Trading Scheme (ETS).6 In 2005, it was not only considered deeply flawed, 
but also deemed inefficient in reducing emissions. For a while the critics were being proven right, 

 
1 Godin, Melissa. “The Louvre Moves Its Treasures as Climate Change Brings More Floods to Paris.” Reuters, February 26, 
2021. Accessed April 17, 2021. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-france-climate-change-floods-art-trfn-
idUSKBN2AQ17X. 
2 Belle, Elly. “All The Politicians Working Hard To Save Our Planet & Tackle Climate Change.” Refinery29, April 22, 
2020. Accessed April 17, 2021. https://www.refinery29.com/en-us/2020/04/9722062/green-politicians-leaders-climate-
change#slide-4. 
3 The Economist. “The Rise of Dirty Politics in Europe.” The Economist, February 18, 2021. Accessed April 17, 2021. 
https://www.economist.com/europe/2021/02/20/the-rise-of-dirty-politics-in-europe. 
4 European Commission. “A European Green Deal.” March 19, 2021. Accessed April 17, 2021. 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en. 
5 Ibid. 
6 The Economist. “Carbon Trading - Coming into Its Own.” The Economist, February 27, 2021. pp. 56-57. 
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as in the beginning, the system did not work. It was only after the decision from the European 
Commission7 to remove excess permits that the market truly began to thrive. Even the world's 
biggest polluter, China, created a carbon-trading system that went live in February 2021.8 However 
widely adopted as is the ETS becoming, we can’t solely rely on pricing in its current form going 
forward.  
 
Considering the European scheme only covers around 45% of the emissions9 it is hugely 
undershooting its potential. High-emission industries such as shipping, manufacturing, and road 
transport are either protected with free allowances or not included in the scheme at all. The 
Commission did state10 that they have expansions in sight within the next few years, but concrete 
plans have yet to be published.11 Furthermore, voices in the Commission have spoken up about 
the possibility of linking the European ETS with those of other regions through a carbon border 
tax, which would protect the European industry from competitors without environmental 
restrictions overseas.12 Design problems aside, in the current geopolitical climate it seems 
unrealistic for the EU to be able to implement this border tax by 2023. 
 
The ETS is not the only thing lacking in the current framework that is supposed to carry us towards 
climate neutrality. One of the six identified strategic areas, “hydrogen production”, has proven to 
be a difficult debate within the Commission. The resolution13 from the Parliament’s industry and 
energy committee, which states their support for low-carbon energy sources in hydrogen 
production, was received with mixed responses. The Greens and the Left do not believe that fossil 
gas should be included in the European Hydrogen Strategy, but instead the full focus should be 
on renewable sources. However, renewable energy takes time to scale up and even leaders in their 
development, such as Germany, are juggling problems related to their mass-usage. Low wholesale 
prices for renewable electricity is another one of these undiscussed struggles The EU should 
address this market failure if it expects renewable growth to truly succeed14.  
 
Moreover, not enough attention has been given to the possibility of adding nuclear power as an 
alternative for other low-carbon energy sources. A leaked experts’ report15 even stated that their 
analysis did not reveal any science-based evidence that nuclear energy does more harm to human 
health or to the environment than other electricity production technologies. Meanwhile many 
countries such as France and Finland already have the expertise and infrastructure to implement 
deep geological disposal needed to safely store the radioactive waste. Ignoring nuclear power as an 
alternative also goes against the European mission of achieving strategic autonomy, as the EU is 
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still hugely dependent on Russia for its gas supply. Not using all technology and resources available 
could cost precious time for both long-term research and the combatting of greenhouse-gas 
emissions in general. 
 
Even if these are all problems situated at the European decision level, let us not forget that energy 
politics still requires national willingness. Although it will be difficult to find any climate deniers 
under most national political parties, the depth and reasoning behind their environmentalist 
stances are quite diverse. Just as in times where anti-immigration politics were a high salient topic, 
the populist movements are now using environmental policies to differentiate themselves from 
the crowd. While no one denies global warming, they dissent on the price that should be paid to 
save the planet. As such, they provide an alternative for the ‘rampant and costly’ increase in measures 
taken under the veil of combating global warming.16 This is a narrative that finds sympathy among 
citizens, as the case of the gilets jaunes protests17 in France demonstrated, after the government 
attempted to raise taxes on fuel. The danger lies in the possibility that the ideas that those parties 
put forward force others to fight them on their level.  
 
Either way, climate policies are never an easy sell to the public, especially in the looming economic 
slump that COVID-19 has brought along. Politicians can put forward arguments stating that jobs 
are secure, or that technology will solve our biggest challenges. But if the economic recovery after 
the pandemic does not go as planned, voters may want to blame those ‘costly’ green policies for 
that failure. In addition, the claims about new jobs, redistribution, and growth may sound familiar 
to people who were present when globalisation began to take off. At the time, some politicians 
could not keep their promises and, consequently, many lost their jobs: therefore, how can the 
voters trust their word now? 
 
Can we really do this? 
For some, the solution to environmental problems is to find and inhabit other planets, but making 
the human race a multiplanetary species is still far off in the future. The threat of an uninhabitable 
Earth, however, is not. Even though it might appear that this article paints a dark picture of the 
current state of European green politics, the challenges of an European “green deal” are evident. 
When it comes to green policies, it is better to be overly prepared than to regret not doing more 
in the end. It will take tough decisions from politicians to set aside their short-termist visions in 
order to achieve a sustainable transition. As Bill Gates said during the Paris Climate Summit in 
2015: “It will be harder than putting a computer on every desk in every home”18. This analogy is a 
powerful reminder of how even the most utopian visions can one day become our new normal. A 
future characterized by sustainable actions, from electric cars to clean energy as the norm, does 
not solely have to live in our imagination. By tackling the challenges at hand and continuously 
investing in green policies, it can become the new reality for the generations to come. 
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18 The Economist. “Bill Gates Has a Plan to Save the World.” The Economist, 2021. Accessed April 17, 2021. 
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“Lithuania, my fatherland!” These are the opening lines of Adam Mickiewicz’s famous poem ‘Pan 
Tadeusz’, published in Paris in 1834.1 Contrary to what these three words suggest, Mickiewicz was 
not a Lithuanian, at least not in the modern sense of the word. Pan Tadeusz is written in Polish, 
and Mickiewicz is generally referred to as a Polish poet. The fact is, however, that he was born near 
Navahrudak/Nowogródek, a city in present-day Belarus, and studied in Vilnius.2 In Mickiewicz’s 
youth, the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth had just disintegrated. Since the 13th century, after 
the foundation of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, Belarus and Lithuania had been the same country. 
‘Pan Tadeusz’ was a nostalgic trip to the Commonwealth at a time when Vilnius and Belarus had 
fallen under the yoke of Imperial Russia. 

Roughly two decades later, Vilnius again plays a key role for the Belarusian nation. After the country 
had just experienced the most serious civil unrest in decades, Vilnius has become the headquarters 
of the exiled leader of the opposition against Alexander Lukashenko’s presidency.3 One of the few 
symbols of the opposition is the Pahonia, the coat of arms of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. 

In the weeks leading up to the August 2020 presidential elections, large crowds took it to the streets 
to protest the fact that the Election Commission refused to register the opposition candidates 
Siarhei Tsikhanouski, Valery Tsepkalo, and Viktar Babaryka. Tsikhanouski was even jailed.4 As a 
form of protest, the wives of Tsikhanouski and Tsepkalo, Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya and Veronika 
Tsepkalo, and the campaign manager of Babaryka, Maria Kalesnikava, joined forces and together 
registered Tsikhanouskaya as a presidential candidate.5 Ultimately, on August 9, the Belarusian 
Election Commission declared reigning president Alexander Lukashenko the winner of the 
elections, having received over 80 percent of the popular vote. Few believed the official results, 
and protests intensified. At the same time, the regime started repressing the protests more and 
more brutally, which forced Tsikhanouskaya to leave for Vilnius, from where she coordinates the 
opposition movement, which consistently uses the slogan ‘Long Live Belarus’ (‘Жыве Беларусь’) 
and has convinced the European Union not to recognize Lukashenko as president of Belarus.6 
However, despite the EU’s moral support, almost eight months after the elections, Lukashenko is 
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still in control of Belarus, even though he appears to lack any popular support.7 How has he averted 
a revolution? 

Revolutions as a collective action problem 

If we look at some previous revolutions in the post-Soviet region (the Rose Revolution in Georgia 
in 2003, the Orange Revolution in Ukraine in 2004, the Tulip Revolution in Kyrgyzstan in 2005), 
but also non-revolutionary yet serious popular uprisings (Belarus 2006, Bolotnaya Square protests 
in Russia in 2011), it stands out that these occurred around national elections. Does this mean that 
national elections are a pretext for revolutions? No, correlation does not equal causation. National 
elections do not necessarily constitute a threat to an incumbent regime. In fact, Gandhi and Lust-
Okar argue that “the opposite generally appears to be true.”8 In authoritarian societies, the 
incumbent can determine the rules of the electoral process and has control over the most important 
factors in elections, i.e. financial resources, state media, and control over the police and military 
forces. The incumbent sets the agenda for the elections, can marginalize opponents in several ways 
and can turn to large-scale manipulation on voting day. All these advantages make a comfortable 
victory for the incumbent likely. The election outcomes, then, can legitimize a new period of 
unchallenged rule for the incumbent, both domestically and internationally, and can demoralize 
political opposition. Then again, just as elections do not produce revolutions, they also do not 
necessarily strengthen the position of the incumbent. Rather, they are merely a gauge for the 
position of the regime. As Gandhi and Lust-Okar argue, elections might be exploited by an 
authoritarian regime to strengthen, legitimise, and prolong its power, but a declining authoritarian 
regime might very well take a fatal blow in national elections.9 Both have not happened in Belarus. 

Gandhi and Lust-Okar make a point that reveals a more fundamental theoretical approach 
underlying revolutions, which is that “citizens’ expectations about others’ voting behavior also 
affect both choice and turnout.”10 This remark corresponds with Kuran’s theory of “preference 
falsifications and revolutionary bandwagons,”11 which points to the problem of collective action 
and the existence of a “revolutionary threshold.”12 As Kuran notes, “there is no actor named ‘the 
crowd’ or ‘the opposition.’”13 Rather, a society is composed of (tens of) millions of individuals, 
each of which makes up his/her own mind when making such decisions as for whom to vote, or 
even more essentially: whether or not to protest against an incumbent regime. Kuran’s argument 
is that the existence of large-scale public discontent with an incumbent authoritarian regime does 
not necessarily result in protests and revolution. Similarly, comfortable election victories and the 
absence of protests do not necessarily mean that the incumbent regime is widely supported. Rather, 
each individual citizen constantly makes a “trade-off between two pay-offs,” the outcome of which 
determines whether or not one will openly protest the regime.14 One of the pay-offs is external: 
what are the potential consequences of speaking out against the regime (e.g. arrest or persecution)? 
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14 Ibid., 17. 



 23 

The other pay-off is internal: what is the psychological cost of not speaking out against the regime 
when one is internally a staunch opponent of the incumbent?15 The revolutionary threshold is 
related to this trade-off in that it is the tipping point that can bring many people out in the streets 
all at once to protest. This threshold is influenced by innumerable small factors, a slight change in 
which could hypothetically unleash a full-scale revolution out of the blue because a large share of 
the population moves from preference falsification to public protests. An example that fits, in 
theory, is Euromaidan in Ukraine in 2013–2014. The immediate cause for the revolution was 
President Viktor Yanukovych’s reluctance to sign the long-anticipated Association Agreement 
between Ukraine and the European Union, which became publicly known on November 21, 2013. 
In this case, Yanukovych’s refusal to do so appears to have slightly changed the threshold, while 
privately, many Ukrainians had already been highly dissatisfied with the regime. An opinion poll 
conducted between October 26 and November 3 had revealed that 79% of Ukrainians were 
“displeased with [...] the political state of affairs” and 69% had little or no confidence in President 
Yanukovych.”16 And indeed, as Sakwa observes, Euromaidan soon became a wider “insurrection 
against the corruption, nepotism and general malfeasance of the Yanukovych regime.”17 A small 
change in the threshold caused people to jump on the bandwagon. 

Belarus is not Georgia or Ukraine 

If one accepts Kuran’s approach to revolutions in authoritarian societies, that means that it is very 
hard to assess the extent to which a country is prone to a revolution and how vulnerable an 
authoritarian regime is. Acknowledging the possible existence of large-scale preference falsification 
so long as the revolutionary threshold is not reached, the implication is that one cannot possibly 
know people’s preferences. The best one can do, then, is to try to assess the external and internal 
pay-off. First of all, when it comes to the external pay-off, it is good to remember how 
Lukashenko’s regime has often been portrayed: “the last dictatorship in Europe.” In practice, this 
means the external pay-off is more likely to be decided in favour of preference falsification. More 
so than in Georgia or Ukraine does the regime in Belarus have widespread control over society. 
There are no rivalling oligarchs or opposition factions in the Belarusian parliament, and there are 
no significant minorities in Belarus that would result in what Way would call “pluralism by 
default.”18 The country has also been significantly less liberal than, for instance, for Georgia and 
Ukraine, public protest has always been given less leeway. Besides, the state even controls 
approximately 80% of the economy.19 Moreover, whereas in Ukraine’s Euromaidan, deployment 
of police and military forces by the incumbent regime was hesitant, in Belarus, riot police have 
decisively cracked down on protests. Arguably, in terms of governmental action, Lukashenko has 
to deal with fewer stakeholders than Yanukovych during Euromaidan. Way also argues that 
Lukashenko has simply done a better job in building a strong regime. As he observes, in the 2006 
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protests, “[Lukashenko’s] opponents seemed to do everything they were supposed to,” including 
the opposition uniting behind a single candidate, yet a revolution was never really close.20 

An important factor when it comes to authoritarian control is identified by Way, who argues that 
there is a negative relationship between a country’s ties with the West and the likelihood of a 
revolution.21 More ties with the West means dependence on the West, e.g. for political support for 
the incumbent, as well as economic relations. Unlike Georgia and Ukraine, which actually want to 
integrate into the West, Belarus has only weak relations with the West. Meanwhile, for political 
support, as well as imports and export markets, Belarus is largely dependent on Russia, a country 
governed by a regime with similar interests when it comes to authoritarian control. 

Lukashenko is in control, but the train of revolution is still moving 

When it comes to the internal pay-off, it appears that Lukashenko has smartly manipulated people’s 
perceived priorities. Kuran presents the internal pay-off as a matter of personal integrity and 
psychological cost, which makes sense from a liberal perspective: how far is an individual willing 
to go in giving up individual liberties before he or she will protest? However, Belarus has a long 
history in the Soviet Union, in which the concept of individual liberties has been structurally 
downplayed, moving the focus of priorities for the individual to the provision of basic human 
needs, fair and stable economics, and a job to make a living. While the idea of individual liberties 
has become much more popular in former Soviet republics that have sought to develop closer ties 
with the West, in Belarus, it has always been downplayed. It appears as if Lukashenko has 
successfully developed a society in which the regime’s legitimacy is much more dependent on the 
aforementioned concepts than on principles such as liberty and democracy.22 In this regard, it is 
unsurprising that the 2020 protests broke out during the Covid-19 pandemic, to which Lukashenko 
has been indifferent.23  

Ultimately then, President Alexander Lukashenko seems to have had a much firmer grip on his 
country than the regimes in respectively Georgia in 2003, in Ukraine in 2004, and in Kyrgyzstan in 
2005 had. After some mass opposition gatherings after the 2020 elections, he has quickly cracked 
down brutally on protests, thus again raising the revolutionary threshold in his favor. Nevertheless, 
reverting to Kuran’s theory of preference falsification and revolutionary bandwagoning, something 
has changed in Belarus: since at least 100,000 protesters gathered in Minsk (and many other cities) 
on a summer day in August 2020, people no longer hide their preferences. The existence of 
widespread opposition against Lukashenko is now evident, but the latter has successfully retaken 
control of the streets. This means that a stalemate has been reached. Whether that is good or bad 
news for the opposition remains to be seen, but it appears that today Lukashenko has fewer ‘tools’ 
at his disposal than ever before. 
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While Europe is still at the mercy of the Covid-19 pandemic, one can already start to prefigure the features 
of a far from encouraging post-crisis time. In such difficult times of recovery and resilience, societies are 
likely to undergo a number of changes. New social and political actors are likely to emerge, while others 
will lose their influence. Undoubtedly, populists will grasp the opportunity to re-invent themselves and 
adapt their rhetoric to the post-pandemic society. 

Pro-populist sentiments as a consequence of crises and social earthquakes 

The ascent of populist actors in the European political arena in the course of the 2010s has represented 
a topic of great interest among scholars. A massive number of studies on the phenomenon has, therefore, 
emerged to attempt to provide a proper definition and an in-depth analysis of populism, and most notably 
to understand which factors have allowed pro-populist sentiments to gain relevance, spread and 
strengthen within national and international contexts. Populism, however, still represents a highly 
contested concept at present-day, and scholarship on the topic has shifted from analyses of the 
phenomenon from a strictly ideological point of view towards a more recent conceptualization as a 
political “style” of communication.1  

Investigations on the historical progression and development of the populist ideology and movement, 
since its preliminary forms to modern-day populism, have made it possible to delineate recurring patterns 
of emergence and advancement of the phenomenon. What clearly emerged is that populism strongly 
exploits peculiar circumstances and occurrences, both at the local and international level. It is no 
coincidence that populist actors gain relevance following political, economic and social changes and/or 
crises of great magnitude, and critical occurrences of the XX and XXI centuries are a perfect instance of 
this tendency. While the economic factor is the most common and perhaps most relevant among the 
circumstances that create favorable social conditions for pro-populist sentiments to spread, populists are 
able to instrumentalize a number of events and phenomena to their advantage, combining them to create 
a narrative that suits their intentions. Most notably, populists highly exploit social dissatisfaction at all 
levels and transform it into consensus. It must be, however, emphasized that for diffusing support 
towards populism, there has to be a demand for the ideology.2 Therefore, along with factors such as 
socioeconomic variables and triggering events, further conditions boost the process. More precisely, 
personal values, group beliefs, attitudes and latent sentiments in alignment with the populist ideology 
have equal weight in determining the success of the political phenomenon.  
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The pandemic as the perfect field of application for the populist formula 
The Coronavirus pandemic clearly represents an unprecedented phenomenon in modern times. Political 
elites were confronted with an issue that required exceptional and unusual policy measures and responses 
to effectively counter the virus. To a certain extent, the health crisis represents the most suitable occasion 
for populists to monopolize the European political arena. As a matter of fact, it provides an opportunity 
for populist actors to condemn the globalization and European integration phenomena. One could say 
that an intense criticism towards the globalizing process encompasses the totality of the typical populist 
ideological elements. And which phenomenon could exemplify globalization and its potential deriving 
effects more than the Covid-19 pandemic?  
 
It must be, nonetheless, pointed out that, in terms of political consensus, the initial phase of the Covid-
19 breakout in the first months of 2020 proved to be disappointing for European populism. The first 
round of emergency policy responses and measures implemented nationally has, de facto, led to a certain 
decrease in support towards populists and growth in trust towards mainstream parties. This was the case 
in a number of European countries, among which Spain, Italy, France and Germany are particularly 
remarkable.3 According to Matthijs Rooduijn,4 this tendency can be related to a number of factors. Firstly, 
the circumstances of emergency, in a way, persuaded the citizens of the necessity to rely entirely on 
groups that detained the right expertise to manage a global pandemic in that precise moment. The 
implemented measures were considered indispensable to overcome exceptional circumstances that 
required unusual interventions. Moreover, the prototypical issues around which populist actors 
commonly tend to construct their political rhetoric were completely overshadowed by the seriousness of 
the health emergency. 
 
Several experts agree, nonetheless, that an application of the typical populist formula, categorization, and 
communicative “style” on the current crisis will lead to another re-launch of the ideology in the European 
and global political environment. Among the supporters of this theory, Jan-Werner Müller,5 a scholar 
with expertise on populism, shares the view that populists will end up victorious from the pandemic by 
leveraging prototypical populist patterns and categorizations. If it is true that history repeats itself, 
populist actors will once again exploit extremely precarious circumstances to increase their political power 
and influence national and international agendas. It is, in fact, worth emphasizing how populist patterns 
seamlessly suit the pre-configured post-Covid world for a series of reasons. 
 
Firstly, the post-Covid times present themselves as a period of extreme diffused social unrest, the first 
signs of which manifested already in several European countries since the second wave and increased 
during the third wave of the pandemic. After the first phases of the crisis, ruling parties were oftentimes 
left with little choice but to extend lockdown measures. Consequently, several social and economic 
sectors were irreparably financially damaged, causing a fast decrease in consensus towards bureaucratic 
elites. The opportunity for populists to re-launch themselves will, therefore, depend on their ability to 
play on the inevitable consequences of the crisis. Populists are likely to appeal to the most affected social 
strata, self-positioning as “voice of the unheard”, representatives of “the good people” who claim back 
their sovereignty. A prototypical narrative in populist propaganda, describing mainstream elites as unable 
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and incompetent, will likely take advantage of small weaknesses and failures in the national political 
responses towards Coronavirus and the inevitable effects of the crisis. According to the data collected in 
the context of the Standard Eurobarometer survey for Public Opinion,6 health and social security on the 
one hand, and unemployment, on the other, figured in autumn 2019 as the first and the third most 
mentioned elements when EU citizens were asked about the two most important problems their country 
was dealing with at that moment. It is, therefore, not unexpected that, with a deterioration of social 
standards and the economic downturn, EU citizens are already looking for alternative political 
representatives since ruling parties are perceived as “unresponsive” to their basic needs.7 Indeed, the 
mobilization strategy enacted by populists to appeal to the masses takes advantage of already existing 
anti-establishment feelings. Furthermore, diffused social restlessness leads to common instances of 
bottom-up forms of mobilization,8 namely social movements. While, as emphasized by Mudde and 
Rovira Kaltwasser,9 these typologies of social mobilization rarely have a relevant structural organization 
and a leader at the top, populist actors are likely to espouse their causes and self-position as the 
spokesperson for those disillusioned groups. 
 
Secondly, the anti-elitist component of the populist ideological framework will be applied at the 
supranational level as well and will exceed the political realm. More precisely, intellectual, economic and 
scientific elites often become an object of criticism in the populist rhetoric. In the context of the 
pandemic, scientists and virologists were often – and in a conspirative fashion - accused by populists of 
colluding with suspicious political powers. If based on the populist ideology, “the people” are sovereign, 
those groups that are perceived as “impeding” people’s freedom of action are considered enemies.  
Thirdly, populism will leverage the pandemic to intensify a condemnation of globalization. Within 
populist rhetoric, international powers are blamed for the effects of integration and increased global 
interdependence. For this reason, these actors emphasize how globalization-related phenomena such as 
economic interdependence, migratory flows, health crises are all a product of supranational elites, which 
are recurrently portrayed as conspirative groups. If one reflects on the fact that all the issues that are 
typically part of the populist political agenda are manifesting as a consequence of the Covid-19 crisis, 
there is little doubt over the fact that populists will exploit the circumstances to the maximum extent to 
mobilize citizens. To mention one instance, the instrumentalization of migratory phenomena, 
representing the war-horse in the political propaganda strategy of populists, could be further exploited in 
the following years. As highlighted by Rooduijn,10 populist actors will unlikely lose the precious 
opportunity to instrumentalize a potential linkage between immigration and health security.  
 

Finally, and in connection to the previous point, populist parties are being offered the ideal conditions 
to instrumentalize the issue. In similar circumstances, as often recently emphasized in the context of the 
European Parliament plenary sessions, actors can easily use the excuse of the pandemic to implement 
measures that can lead to a weakening of democratic standards.11 Not rarely populists have attempted to 
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achieve what Buzan et al. refer to as politicization and securitization through the construction of issues 
requiring extreme measures that may open the door for illiberal forms of democracy.12 

 

Conclusion 

Populist actors are renowned for their ability to channel diffused anger and frustration within the 
masses and convert them into support for their agenda. This strategy has proved to be particularly 
effective in times of crisis, with unheard groups finding representatives and, to a certain extent, 
protectors in the figure of populist leaders. Not only do they claim to give voice to the ignored – and 
oftentimes succeed in doing it – but they offer people hope for social redemption by self-portraying 
themselves as valid alternatives to mainstream parties. By identifying and “socially constructing” ruling 
elites, supranational powers and mainstream actors as responsible for social and economic 
disillusionment, populists apply the “us” versus “them” pattern, classifying “the people” as just, honest, 
working groups in contraposition to privileged elites that act at their own advantage.13  

If the sudden outbreak of the epidemic forced citizens to re-prioritize issues of importance to them and 
led to outstanding growth in support towards political actors that efficiently and quickly managed to 
contain the spread of the virus locally, the situation has changed in the course of the last months. Feelings 
of trust, hope and safety in relation to measures introduced to tackle a scary and serious global 
circumstance have been substituted by high resentment due to the prolonged implementation of severe, 
albeit necessary, restrictions.  While present-day Covid-19 still represents an existing danger, growing 
social tensions around the globe and, most importantly, in European countries are anticipating a post-
Covid era that will allow for new or renewed political actors to gain relevance. Since populists are well-
known for their capacity to adapt their political strategies and propagandistic program to changing current 
events, they will, indeed, not lose the opportunity to raise their voice. 

 
12 Barry Buzan and Ole Wæver and Jaap de Wilde, Security: A New Framework for Analysis, (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 1998), 
23-25 

13 Ibid, 207 
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Introduction 
On February 9th, 2021, the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security 

Policy, Mr Josep Borrell, addressed the European Parliament after his diplomatic mission to 

Moscow. In his speech, he stated that the hopeful aspirations of the 1990 Paris Charter had come 

full circle and that “the vision of a common space from Lisbon to Vladivostok has not materialised, 

and Russia has not fulfilled the expectation of becoming a modern democracy”.
1
 Indeed, this could 

be viewed as an understatement by the High Representative, with a resurgent Russia increasing its 

military capabilities and continuing to contest the political hegemony of liberalism in Europe. This 

article shall seek to convey how the Russian threat to the liberal and democratic ideology of the 

West has taken on a multi-faceted approach of blending traditional military warfare, cyber-attacks 

and cyberwarfare, and most importantly, disinformation operations against the population of other 

states.  

 

Russian Military Capabilities 
With the end of the Cold War, policy-makers on both sides of the Atlantic sought to promote an 

attitude of reform in NATO, where the focus would be more on working with Russia to counteract 

future threats such as that of terrorism. In short, this would have marked a “metamorphosis from 

Cold War nightmare to post-Cold War daydream”.
2
 However, these hopes were dashed with the 

rise of an authoritarian regime in Russia under President Vladimir Putin. In particular, there was a 

breakdown of trust between Russia and the West following the Russo-Georgian War in 2008, the 

Russian annexation of the Crimea in 2014 and subsequent incursions into sovereign Ukrainian 

territory in the Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts which continue to this day. This was a wake-up call 

for the European Union regarding an aggressive neighbour to the East and “the return of war on 

Europe’s border”.
3
  

 

In Brussels, the Maidan Square protests, which featured a largely pro-EU sentiment, struck the 

EU at a particularly vulnerable time. With the recovery from the global financial crisis, a worsening 

refugee crisis and the rise of populist far-right parties across the bloc dominating European 

headlines, there was scarcely any political will to deal with issues on the European frontier in Libya, 

 
1 European External Action Service. “Russia: Speech by High Representative/Vice-President Josep Borrell at the EP debate 
on his visit to Moscow.” February 9th, 2021. Accessed April 17, 2021. https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-
homepage/92876/russia-speech-high-representativevice-president-josep-borrell-ep-debate-his-visit-moscow_en. 
2 Booth, Ken and Niholas Wheeler. “Contending philosophies about security in Europe.” In Security and strategy in the new 
Europe, edited by Colin McInnes (London: Routledge, 1992). 
3 European Parliament. “Towards a new European security strategy? Assessing the impact of changes in the global security 
environment.” 2015. Accessed April 17, 2021. 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/534989/EXPO_STU(2015)534989_EN.pdf.  
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Syria, and Ukraine amongst others.
4
 With the bloc focusing on internal affairs, the international 

response to these crises was largely delegated to Germany, France, and NATO as a whole.
5
  

 

While this time period in Europe also roughly coincided with the introduction of the High 

Representative/Vice-President role and the launch of the European External Action Service 

(EEAS) under the Lisbon Treaty, these initiatives along with later developments such as the 

European Neighbourhood Policy in 2015 came too late to affect significant change in Ukraine. As 

constant testing of European air and sea defences raised awareness in the West “about the 

possibility of military attack and occupation”, the EU remained marginalised and largely adhered 

to the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) in a complementary role to NATO.
6
  

 

This current situation is untenable for European countries and other NATO members wishing to 

curb the encroachment of Russian troops into former Soviet states. Matus Halas argues that 

avoiding confrontation and deterrence does not work with the current Russian regime due to a 

lack of European capabilities in Eastern Europe, and the Baltic states in particular.
7
 As will be 

discussed later, incidents like the relocation of the Bronze Soldier Memorial in 2007 can escalate 

into military conflicts and as such, they must be counteracted with comprehensive defence 

strategies for the region, either through enhanced cooperation with NATO allies, or as part of a 

revitalisation of the CDSP. However, while the traditional military capabilities of Russia should be 

a source of concern for Europe, new methods of warfare and aggression pose perhaps the greater 

threat. 

 

Cyber-attacks and Cyberwarfare 
In the 21

st
 Century and especially in the last decade, the world has seen the creation of a new 

battlefield not on land, sea, or air but online through cyber-attacks and cyberwarfare. Former U.S. 

Secretary of State Leon Panetta stated in a 2011 speech on the matter that “the next Pearl Harbour 

… could very well be a cyber-attack”.
8
 The precise definition of a cyber-attack has been debated 

by various security experts, but according to the U.S. Committee on National Security Systems, a 

cyber-attack can be “[a]ny kind of malicious activity that attempts to collect, disrupt, deny, degrade, 

or destroy information system resources or the information itself”.
9
  

 

The Russian Federation has been a leader in this field in the 21
st
 Century. Indeed, one of the first 

major cyber-attacks on the online infrastructure of a State took place in Estonia in April 2007.
10

 

The attack caused a brief disruption to Estonian emergency services, while the Estonian banking 

 
4 Duke, Simon and Carmen Gebhard. “The EU and NATO’s dilemmas with Russia and the prospects for deconfliction.” 
European Security 26, no. 3 (2017): 379-397. 
5 Duke, Simon. Europe as a stronger global actor: challenges and strategic responses. Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2017. 
6 Blockmans, Steven and Giovanni Faleg. “More union in European defence.” Centre for European Policy Studies, February 
26, 2015. Accessed April 17, 2021. https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/more-union-european-defence/. 
7 Halas, Matus. “Proving a negative: why deterrence does not work in the Baltics.” European Security  28, no. 4 (2019): 431-
448. 
8 Joshi, Shashank. “The World in 2021 – A murderous cyber-attack is only a matter of time.” The Economist,  November 17, 
2020. Accessed April 17, 2021. https://www.economist.com/the-world-ahead/2020/11/17/a-murderous-cyber-attack-is-only-
a-matter-of-time. 
9 Committee on National Security Systems. “National Information Assurance (IA) Glossary.” CNSS Instruction No. 4009, 
April 26, 2010. Accessed April 27, 2021. https://www.hsdl.org/?abstract&did=7447. 
10 Urbanová, Klara. “The Kampala Agreement on Crime of Aggression and Responsibility for Cyber-Attacks.” Czech 
Yearbook of Public and Private International Law, no. 6 (2015), p.119. 
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and media sectors were affected for approximately one month.
11

 The Estonian government 

compared the attack to one of a more conventional military nature and blamed the Russian 

Federation for it, as it came at a period of significant tension between the two states over the 

removal of a Soviet-era monument in Tallinn.
12

 Most cyber-security experts considered the attack 

to be too sophisticated to have been completed without state aid, but as the Russian government 

denied responsibility, no culprit has been found as of 2021.
13

 

 

Another alleged example of Russian prowess in the area of cyberwarfare came in 2015 and 2016, 

when the Democratic National Committee in the United States was the victim of cyber-attacks 

which led to a data breach.
14

 The United States government and several leading cyber-security 

firms named state actors from the Russian Federation as being responsible for this cyber-attack. 

Specifically, the two Russian state-supported hacking groups known as ‘Cozy Bear’ (of the Federal 

Security Service, or FSB) and ‘Fancy Bear’ (of the Russian Military Intelligence Directorate known 

as GRU) are believed to be responsible.
1516

 Although responsibility for this cyber-attack is denied 

by the Russian government, it is widely believed that the data collected in the cyber-attack was 

used to undermine the Democratic Party candidate Hillary Clinton during the 2016 United States 

Presidential Election campaign.
17

 

 

Disinformation and Information Warfare 
The European External Action Service (EEAS) defines disinformation as “verifiably false or 

misleading information that is created, presented and disseminated for economic gain or to 

intentionally deceive the public, and may cause public harm”.
18

 Russian use of information warfare 

and disinformation campaigns can be traced back to the KGB, which during Soviet times had a 

department dedicated to producing intentionally “false, incomplete, or misleading information”.
19

 

Russian policy-makers view information as central to security policy and “hybrid warfare” or “full-

spectrum conflict”, and labels referring to the use of a wide range of means ranging from 

conventional military ones to “clandestine special forces and intelligence operatives, to economic 

threats, political influence, online and offline information battles, as well as ‘traditional’ 

 
11 McGuinness, Damien. “How a cyber-attack transformed Estonia,”  BBC News, April 27, 2017. Accessed April 27, 2021. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/39655415. 
12 Miller, K., “The Kampala Compromise and cyberattacks: can there be an international crime of cyber-aggression?” Southern 
California Interdisciplinary Law Journal,no. 23 (2014): 222. Accessed April 17, 2021. 
https://gould.usc.edu/why/students/orgs/ilj/assets/docs/6%20-%20Miller.pdf. 
13 Herzog, S., “Revisiting the Estonian Cyber Attacks: Digital Threats and Multinational Responses.” Journal of Strategic 
Security 4, no. 2 (2011): 49-60. 
14 Bump, Philip. “Timeline: How Russian agents allegedly hacked the DNC and Clinton’s campaign.” The Washington Post, 
July 13th, 2018. Accessed April 17, 2021. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/politics/wp/2018/07/13/timeline-how-
russian-agents-allegedly-hacked-the-dnc-and-clintons-campaign/. 
15 Alperovitch, Dimitri. “Bears in the Midst: Intrusion into the Democratic National Committee”, CrowdStrike blog,  June 5, 
2020. Accessed April 17, 2021. https://www.crowdstrike.com/blog/bears-midst-intrusion-democratic-national-committee/. 
16 Sanger, David and Eric Schmitt. “Spy Agency Consensus Grows That Russia Hacked D.N.C.” New York Times, July 27, 
2016. Accessed April 17, 2021. https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/27/us/politics/spy-agency-consensus-grows-that-russia-
hacked-dnc.html. 
17 Ibid. 
18 European Commission. “Action plan against disinformation”, December 5, 2018. Accessed April 17, 2021. https://digital-
strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/online-disinformation. 
19 Shultz, Richard and Roy Godson. Dezinformatsia: active measures in Soviet strategy. Washington: Pergamon-Brassey’s, 
1984. 
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subversion”.
20

 Likewise, the Russian national security strategy of December 2015 warns of 

information war on a global level and describes information as a key tool for national security.
21

 

 

Russian information warfare has taken many forms over the years. One particularly common 

strategy is the support of a particular political party which aids Russian interests. This has been 

seen with Russian support of Eurosceptic political parties within the EU and the promotion of 

far-right political movements such as the Front National (known as the Rassemblement National 

since 2018).
2223

 Another approach has been to purchase media outlets in other countries. State-

controlled media such as RT (formerly known as Russia Today) spreads the Russian narrative and 

contests opposing Western viewpoints. According to Alexa Robertson, “RT news broadcasts are 

structured by a Cold War frame, and RT discourse is a textbook example of the ‘strategic 

narratives’ that can be seen as part of states’ soft power arsenals. In the world of RT, most things 

that go wrong are the fault of the US, UK and EU, and the market forces that underpin them … 

and the days of Western hegemony are numbered”.
24

 With this in mind, it is not surprising that 

the European Commission has identified Russian disinformation campaigns as the EU’s greatest 

threat because they are “systematic, well resourced, and perpetrated on a larger scale than similar 

campaigns by any other country”.
25

 

 

The Russian government has also been particularly successful at dominating the online sphere 

when it comes to spreading disinformation. YouTube channels which spread the Russian strategic 

narrative on topics such as the Trump Presidency and the Syrian Civil War can radicalise a portion 

of the population in the West against their own countries.
26

 In particular, according to Xymena 

Kurowska and Anatoly Reshetnikov, the concept of “industrialised trolling” and the so-called ‘troll 

factories’ are crucial to Russian disinformation campaigns against Europe and NATO, and have 

been named as one of two cornerstones of Russian disinformation, the other being RT.
2728

 

Ultimately, the goal of disinformation campaigns is to confuse the public and to contest the factual 

scenario by intentionally spreading “half-truths, lies, and multiple and contradictory versions of an 

event”. The case study of Syria has shown how successful the Russian power structures are at 

propagating their narratives on a global scale.
29

 

 

The White Helmets, officially known as the Syrian Civil Defence is a volunteer organisation which 

operates civilian rescue missions in opposition-held territory in Syria. Officially formed in 2014 by 

ex-British Army officer James Le Mesurier, the organisation claimed in April 2018 to have saved 
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over 114,000 lives.
30

 The group was often quoted in Western media outlets reporting on the Syrian 

Civil War, with an Oscar-winning 2016 Netflix documentary being produced concerning the work 

of the organisation in saving children during urban search-and-rescue operations.
31

 Despite the 

White Helmets’ claims of impartiality, Russia, Iran, and the Syrian government of Bashar al-Assad 

consider the group to be a terrorist organisation.
32

 By filming the aftermath of bombings led by 

the Syrian government and their allies, the group soon found themselves a target of a systematic 

information warfare campaign led by the Russian government in conjunction with the al-Assad 

regime.
3334

 Common assertions against the White Helmets by Russian-sponsored news agencies 

such as RT and Sputnik include the “recycling” of child actors for faking airstrike videos and the 

organ-harvesting of children.
353637

 In 2017, The Guardian newspaper "uncovered how this counter-

narrative is propagated online by a network of anti-imperialist activists, conspiracy theorists, and 

trolls with the support of the Russian government … [which] attracts an enormous online 

audience, amplified by high-profile alt-right personalities, appearances on Russian state TV and an 

army of Twitter bots".
38

 

 

The results of the disinformation campaign were devastating for the reputation of the White 

Helmets in the West, with a significant amount of funding being withdrawn from 2018 onwards.
39

 

False and misleading claims about the organisation dominated social media circles, gaining enough 

traction that claims about the group’s involvement in organ-trafficking which had long been 

proven to be false were discussed at the United Nations at the behest of Russia.
40

 Indeed, by 

November 2019 even the co-founder of the White Helmets James Le Mesurier was found dead in 

Istanbul after an apparent suicide.
4142

  

 

This recent example showcases the effectiveness of Russian disinformation campaigns as a 

complement to traditional military operations. As such, this concern has to be confronted by 

Western powers such as the EU and NATO as well as on a national level. Maria Hellman and 

Charlotte Wagnsson offer four strategies for resistance: blocking, confronting, naturalising, and 
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ignoring the disinformation campaign.
43

 While various countries may adopt different tactics to 

counteract disinformation, it is clear that the threat itself is just as real as that of a traditional 

military intervention and as such, needs to be resolved.  

 

Conclusion 
Above all, it is clear that the current Russian regime poses a grave military and ideological threat 

to Europe specifically, and the West in general. Offensive military operations in Eastern Europe, 

the Caucasus, and the Middle East should serve as lessons to be learned in how Russia has adopted 

a modernised view of warfare which includes the online sphere. Cyberwarfare must be addressed 

and the EU should seek to defend itself both within the guidelines of the CSDP and through 

cooperation with NATO allies. Crucially, as seen in Syria, disinformation campaigns must be 

defended so as to avoid European citizens turning against their own governments or even the EU 

itself. From the European perspective, one way of counteracting this would be to expand the 

EEAS Action Plan against Disinformation and to increase the scope of EU-funded anti-

disinformation projects such as the EUvsDisInfo project run by the EastStratCom Taskforce of 

the EEAS which focuses on disinformation campaigns in Eastern Europe.
44

 Ultimately, it is only 

if the EU, NATO, and their respective members can formulate a coherent and authoritative 

response to these new theatres of warfare that they will be able to effectively defend against the 

challenges posed by a renascent great power in Russia.  
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Migration is an issue that came under the European Union (EU) lens of investigation in security 
terms in 2014, when it appeared in the political agenda of the (at the time) candidate for Presidency 
of the European Commission, Jean-Claude Juncker. Before, even though the phenomenon of 
migration was present, it was not perceived as a threat nor as an emergency, therefore it was not 
addressed in security terms1. The shift towards defining migration in security terms can be traced 
to the process of securitization. Léonard defines “securitization of migration” as a practice of 
politicization and “its presentation in security terms”2. The process of securitization started in the 
1970s and developed further in the 1980s. Nevertheless, it was only after the 2011 Arab uprising 
and the consequent collapse of Libya and the civil war in Syria, which both led to an uncontrolled 
flow of migrants towards Europe, that migration became a contested topic in the EU. The huge 
numbers of migrants reaching the southern European countries’ shores, especially between 2014 
and 2015, fueled an emergency rhetoric, and the extreme media coverage of the phenomenon had 
a key role in portraying migrants as a “cultural danger”3 and as possible perpetrators of criminal or 
terrorist acts. They became a security problem, and security problems generate security rhetoric, 
which is then followed by security policies. As a matter of fact, the EU answered to the escalation 
of tensions with a security rhetoric characterized by a double aim. On the one hand, it was 
necessary to reinforce external border protection, while, on the other hand, it was imperative to 
save migrants’ lives and ensure the respect of their rights. This led to the implementation of policies 
which, however, unfairly favored borders protection at the expense of migrants’ rights. In this 
paper, a time frame of 5 years (2015-2020) is taken into consideration, and it is argued that between 
those years, there has been an inconsistency between the EU security rhetoric and some of its 
security policies.  
 
EU Security Rhetoric after 2015 
The first main objective of the EU security rhetoric is (external) border management control, 
which has been coupled since 2015 with the aim of “saving migrants’ lives”. Indeed, the security 
rhetoric of protecting European borders has been a long-standing characteristic of the EU. With 
the creation of the Schengen area, and therefore the abolition of internal border checks which 
enabled freedom of movement of persons, external border protection became of crucial 
importance. As a matter of fact, a downgrading of internal border control increases the necessity 
of strengthening external border control4. This is because, once inside the Schengen area, anybody 
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can move freely from one Member State to the other, hence a stricter control of external borders 
was considered a prerequisite to ensure internal security, and to stop illegal migration and migrant 
smuggling.  
On the contrary, “saving migrants’ lives” was adopted as an aim after the events of the year 2015, 
when the EU changed its attitude towards migration5. The episode that triggered the response of 
the EU took place near Lampedusa (Italy), where a boat carrying more than 700 people capsized 
and only 28 people survived. After this happened, the EU declared it was its “political and moral 
duty” to protect lives and human rights, two core values upon which the EU itself is built. The 
unstoppable flows were reframed in terms of crisis and as a result, the EU committed to finding 
solutions and responses. The first response was the adoption of the 2015 European Agenda on 
Migration (EAoM). The document stressed that it was imperative “to protect those in need” and 
that urgent actions had to be taken to “avert further loss of life”6. From that moment, “saving 
lives” became officially part of the security rhetoric of the EU, which adopted policies aimed at 
dealing with this newly-emerged security rhetoric. However, its policies have been accused of not 
being consistent with the rhetoric itself7. An analysis of the policies and their consistency with the 
EU security narrative is presented in the next paragraphs.  
 
EU Security Policies after 2015: a brief presentation 
 
In order to deal with the migrant crisis and live up to its security rhetoric, after 2015 the EU singled 
out policies that could serve both its rhetoric imperatives. A first policy example is the set-up of 
the anti-smuggling naval mission EUNAVFOR MED Operation Sophia, launched in June 2015 
and ended on 31 March 2020 by the EU Foreign Affairs Council’s decision. Operation Sophia’s 
first priority was to “prevent more people from dying at sea”, and originally, it was to be conducted 
in four different phases, the second of which included search and seizure of used or suspected 
migrant smugglers vessels in the Libyan internal waters. Nonetheless, Libya denied its consent for 
such an operation to be carried out, and since the mission was not authorized under Chapter 7 of 
the United Nations Charter, Operation Sophia was not able to move further. As a consequence, 
the EU decided, with Council Decision (CFSP) 2016/993, to expand Operation Sophia’s mandate 
by including the training of Libya Coast Guard in order to intercept vessels at sea.  
 
Another important policy is the implementation of the already existent FRONTEX, which was 
established by the Council Regulation (EC) 2007/2004 of 26 October 2004 with the aim of 
strengthening coordination among Member States to carry out external border management 
operations. After the event of 2015, however, the EU decided to reinforce FRONTEX, turning it 
into the actual European Border and Coast Guard Agency, which was established with Regulation 
(EU) 2016/1624 of 14 September 2016, with the objective to carry out a more comprehensive 
approach to the management of external borders and migratory flows. Both Operation Sophia and 
FRONTEX have been used to protect migrants’ lives and control external borders, and in order 
to carry out the same purpose, the EU also adopted the “Integrated Border Management” policy 
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or “externalization” of border control, based on cooperation with third countries. An example is 
the agreement the EU and Turkey signed in March 2016 and set to be extended after it expired in 
December 20208. Turkey had become a principal transit country for migrants who wanted to reach 
Europe, therefore, by entering into an agreement, the EU hoped to better control the migratory 
flow, and foster a legal and ordered management.  
 
(In)Consistency between Rhetoric and Policies 
 
The policies previously highlighted have been harshly criticized for different reasons, which, 
however, remarkably have one point in common, namely the violation of migrants’ rights. 
FRONTEX, for example, has been widely accused of such violations9. In particular, the working 
model inspiring FRONTEX missions has been criticized for being a model “aimed at preventing 
potential migrants from leaving their point of departure”10, a practice called “deterrence”, which 
hinders migrants from exercising their rights of seeking asylum and international protection, and 
that it is “in direct contrast to humanitarian concerns”11.  
 
The same accusation was moved against Operation Sophia, which has been principally condemned 
for the cooperation with the Libyan Coast Guard. The latter is tasked with intercepting smugglers’ 
vessels at sea. However, the decrease in numbers of migrants reaching Europe has not been due 
only to interceptions, but also to the hampering of departures from the Libyan shores12. Hence, 
migrants have been deterred from exercising their right to emigrate. The EU has been blamed for 
applying externalization of border control and practices to shift its responsibility of migration 
management to third transit or departure countries13, and training the Libyan Coast Guard is 
considered a way for the EU to escape its legal responsibilities towards migrants and avoid the 
obligation of the principle of non-refoulement. In fact, vessels rescued by EU boats cannot be 
sent back to Libya, which is not considered a safe country for migrants14. Nevertheless, since Libya 
is not a party of the Refugee Convention, boats intercepted by the Libyan Coast Guard can be 
brought back, without virtually activating any EU responsibility. However, the EU cannot “simply 
assume that by outsourcing control tasks to a third State […], [it] will automatically be relieved of 
responsibilities”15. Hence, the EU is also held accountable for what happens in Turkey. The 
agreement the EU signed in 2016 with Turkey demands the latter to prevent migrants from 

 
8 Koutsokosta, E.  & Liboreiro, J. (2021, March 23) “EU to reset relations with Turkey by refinancing migration deal”. 
Euronews. Available online at: https://www.euronews.com/2021/03/19/eu-to-reset-relations-with-turkey-by-refinancing-
migration-deal   
9 Léonard, S. (2010) EU border security and migration into the EU: FRONTEX and securitization through practices. European 
security, 19(2): 231 - 254 
10 Campesi, G. (2014) FRONTEX, the Euro-Mediterranean border and the paradoxes of humanitarian rhetoric. Southeast 

European Journal of Political Science, 3(2): 132. 
11 Triandafyllidou, A. and Dimitriadi, A. (2014) Deterrence and Protection in the EU’s Migration Policy. The International 
Spectator: Italian Journal of International Affairs, 49(4): 158 
12 United Nations Support Mission in Libya (UNSMIL) and Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) 
(2018) “Desperate and Dangerous. Report on the Human Rights Situation of Migrants and Refugees in Libya”. 20 December 
2018: 35-38.  
13 Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) (2013) “EU border management: protecting the rights of 
migrants”. 22 July 2013. 
14 European Parliament (2020) “Stop cooperation with and funding to the Libyan coastguard, MEPs ask”. Press Releases, 27 

April. 
15 den Heijer, M. (2010) Europe beyond its Borders: Refugee and Human Rights Protection in Extraterritorial Immigration 
Control. In Ryan, B. and Mitsilegas, V. (eds) (2010) Extraterritorial Immigration Control: Legal Challenges. The Netherlands: 
Martinus Nijhoff Publishers. Part III, Chapter 1: 197.  
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entering Greece and requires Turkey to accept illegal migrants that are returned from there. Other 
than the fact that this understanding obviously supports the practice of deterrence, it is also based 
on the assumption that Turkey is a safe country of transit and/or origin. However, Human Rights 
Watch accused Turkey of not being safe for migrants because of the limitations it imposed when 
it ratified the 1951 Refugee Convention, including not granting full recognition of the refugee 
status to non - Europeans16. This has been further stressed by Amnesty International, which 
blamed Turkey of being “unable to provide effective protection as required under international 
law”17.  
 
At this point, it is clear that between 2015 and 2020, the EU has adopted some policies that did 
not take fully into account the respect of migrants’ rights. This goes overtly against its security 
rhetoric of saving migrants’ lives. Indeed, the EU has favored deterrence rather than protection 
and fostered a restrictive asylum system that prevented migrants from exercising their rights18. On 
the contrary, the EU has adopted policies consistent with its security rhetoric of protecting external 
borders, successfully securing its borders through agreements with third countries and operations 
at sea.  
 
The inconsistency between the EU security rhetoric of saving migrants’ lives and its policies can 
be traced to the lack of solidarity between Member States. There are EU Member States who 
believe that “immigration should remain a matter of national sovereignty”19, and who reintroduced 
controls at the internal borders. Lack of solidarity has characterized the EU and its migration policy 
for a long time20, and the division between Northern and Southern Member States is evident. The 
latter, for example, believe search and rescue operations are everyone’s responsibility, while the 
former are afraid that such operations would function as “pull factors” for migration. In an attempt 
to encourage solidarity, the EU activated a resettlement and relocation scheme, which, however, 
did not deliver the expected results. This further underlines the absence of solidarity, which hinders 
the EU to take strong decisions on the protection of human rights, favoring, on the contrary, a 
stricter external border protection policy. Therefore, it is possible to state that there is a discrepancy 
between what the EU has said, and what it practically did.  
 
Conclusion 
The EU security rhetoric is composed of two main points, namely providing external border 
protection and saving migrants’ lives at sea. While the former was part of the EU rhetoric since 
the creation of the Schengen area, the latter became of equal importance after the 2015 migration 
crisis, and the adoption of the EAoM. Policy responses to the migration crisis, such as the 
implementation of FRONTEX, the creation of Operation Sophia and the establishment of 
agreements with third countries of origin or transit, were offered. However, a discrepancy between 
the will of the EU to protect and guarantee migrants’ rights and its policies has been highlighted, 

 
16 Human Rights Watch (2016) “EU Policies Put Refugees At Risk: An Agenda to Restore Protection”. 23 November. 
17 Amnesty International (2017) “The EU-Turkey deal: Europe's year of shame”. By Kondylia Gogou. 20 March 2017. 
18 Ceccorulli, M. and Lucarelli, S. (2017) Migration and the EU Global Strategy: Narratives and Dilemmas. The International 
Spectator, 52(3): 83-102. 
19 Ceccorulli M. and Lucarelli S. (2017b). Security borders, saving migrants: the EU’s security dilemma in the twenty-first 
century. In S. Economides and J. Sperling (eds) (2017) EU Security Strategies. Extending the EU System of Security 
Governance. London: Routledge, Chapter 9: 170. 
20 Trauner, F. (2016) Asylum policy: the EU’s ‘crises’ and the looming policy regime failure. Journal of European Integration, 
38(3): 311-325. 
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and this gap has been exacerbated by the lack of solidarity between Member States that has 
characterized and still marks the EU.  
 
This work highlighted aspects of the 2015-2020 migration management that did not work, 
including the impasse the EU has found itself in, due to the impossibility for the EU to act 
independently from its Member States. Even though the EU has implemented other policies to 
better deal with migration, there still are some gaps. Hence, further research should focus on how 
the EU can strengthen solidarity, providing for new programs and ways to ensure that Member 
States carry them out. Moreover, new legal pathways migrants can take to come to Europe, in 
order to avoid violations of their rights, should be at the center of future studies. 



 
 
 
 

FOUNDING MEMBERS 
 

Aoife Griffin  
Claire Morin  
Dita Toska  

Tomas Farinha Carney  
 
 

EDITORS 
 

Aoife Griffin – Editor in Chief 
Dita Toska – Deputy Editor in Chief 

Michela Sandron – Senior Editor 
Antoine Reginster – Editor 
Antonia Koumpoti - Editor 

Claire Lepoutre – Editor 
Veronica Burgstaller - Editor 

 
 

WRITERS 
 

Tomas Farinha Carney – Chief Writer 
Anastasiia Vasileva 

Arbër Berisha 
Anna Woudstra Pardoen 

Gregory Lens 
Ilaria Sacco 

Inès Bourdon 
Jelle Baartmans 
Maria Callewier 

Mary Karnachoritou 
Myriam Marino 

Robin Vandendriessche 
Shane Goodman 

Valentina Alexandru 
 
 

EXTERNAL RELATIONS 
 

Claire Morin – Social Media Coordinator 
Maria Callewier – Strategic Coordinator 

Shane Goodman – External Relations Coordinator 
Stephanie Dewulf – Graphic Designer 

EUROPEAN STUDIES REVIEW  
TEAM 




