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                  This joint study by the SWP and the Institute for Strategic Research (IRSEM, Paris)
                     starts from the premise that Ukraine’s and Russia’s visions of European security are
                     fundamentally incompatible.
                  

               

               	
                  Ukraine aims to join existing Western structures and contribute to their reinforcement,
                     whereas Russia intends to gain control of Ukraine and undermine the foundations of
                     the European and transatlantic security architecture.
                  

               

               	
                  A vast majority of European actors see Russia as a serious threat to European security
                     and democracy. This means that Europe’s main external focus will be on deterring and
                     defending itself from Russia in at least the medium term.
                  

               

               	
                  A critical mass of actors views NATO and the EU as the principal pillars of security
                     in Europe. They intend to find ways to strengthen both organisations while ensuring
                     that the United States remains involved in protecting European security.
                  

               

               	
                  A large consensus has emerged around consolidating a “European pillar of NATO”. At
                     the same time, the EU has managed to become a recognised and influential actor in
                     the field of European security with surprising rapidity.
                  

               

               	
                  Minilateral and ad hoc formats such as the “Nordic-Baltic 8” and the “Coalition of
                     the Willing” are gaining traction, in part because they allow the consensus requirements
                     of larger organisations to be circumvented, thus providing more flexibility.
                  

               

               	
                  There is broad agreement on continuing Ukraine’s integration into both the EU and
                     NATO. However, not only the degree of commitment to Kyiv, but also the tempo of Europe’s
                     actions will determine the extent to which Ukraine becomes part of the European security
                     order.
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               Introduction: European Security in Light of Incompatible Ukrainian and Russian Objectives

               Céline Marangé and Susan Stewart

            

            Ukraine’s and Russia’s visions of the future European security order differ fundamentally.
               Ukraine is seeking to join existing Western institutions in order to deter Russia,
               ensure its own security and prosperity, and become part of a values-based community.
               Determined to prevent this from happening, the Russian leadership is aiming to change
               the balance of power in Europe by weakening Western institutions and societies through
               both military and hybrid means. Among other recent aggravating factors is the uncertainty
               surrounding Washington’s commitment to European security.
            

            In a rapidly evolving and increasingly dangerous international environment, the question
               arises as to where and how some European actors are positioning themselves regarding
               the intentions of Ukraine and Russia. The way they view the places of Ukraine and
               Russia within a future security architecture reveals much about their security preferences,
               defence priorities, and their overall approach to the European security order. An
               analysis of their motivations and policies towards Kyiv and Moscow can help identify
               sources of (dis)agreement, and thus assist with anticipating the direction that the
               European Union (EU) and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) are likely to
               follow in the coming years.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Taking stock of the growing challenges to security and democracy in Europe

               The risks and dangers for Europe are mounting and coalescing, for at least four reasons.
                  First, the ruthless strategy of attrition being applied by Russia against Ukraine
                  is yielding worrisome results. Although Ukraine has been highly innovative in the
                  military sphere – notably in drone production – the country has experienced difficulties
                  recruiting soldiers and countering new air and land assaults. The Russian army has
                  been gaining ground, albeit at high human cost, and methodically weakening Ukraine.
                  The Kremlin assumes that it can subdue Ukraine by relentlessly launching new ground
                  offensives, intensifying indiscriminate strikes against civilian and critical infrastructure,
                  and maintaining a state of permanent insecurity in the country.
               

               Second, Russian leaders are already waging war against European countries through
                  hybrid means. They claim that what they deem the “collective West” is already at war
                  with Russia. Since 2022, they have increased strategic signalling and taken ever-bolder
                  actions to exert pressure. According to multiple sources, Russian services have recently
                  resorted to acts of arson and sabotage, as well as to assassination attempts in Europe,
                  while intensifying their disinformation and subversion activities aimed at undermining
                  democratic institutions and fuelling social discontent.1 Undoubtedly, AI-generated deepfakes and undetectable manipulations will serve as
                  new tools to attack Western democracies.
               

               Third, the country that used to present itself as the beacon of the free world now
                  openly promotes illiberalism and appears to endorse Moscow’s views about its war on
                  Ukraine. In that regard, the speech given by Vice President J. D. Vance at the Munich
                  Security Conference in February 2025 was another wake-up call for Europe. The support
                  of the United States (US) for the regime of Viktor Orbán in Hungary, as well as its
                  endorsement of far-right parties in Germany, Romania, and Poland ahead of recent elections
                  leaves no doubt: The populist trend that has taken hold in Washington is not only
                  jeopardising democracy in the US, but also in Europe, and it is depriving the transatlantic
                  relationship of its values-based component.
               

               Fourth, the prospect of a broader war in Europe cannot be ruled out. The maximalist
                  goals set by Moscow regarding the possibility of a ceasefire clearly indicate that
                  it is in no hurry to enter into negotiations and broker a peace deal. Russia seems
                  to be preparing for a long war, as indicated by its cooperation with North Korea and
                  Iran, its continuous recruitment efforts, the militarisation of its youth, the transition
                  to a wartime economy, and the sharp rise in defence spending (at least 7.2 per cent
                  of gross domestic product (GDP) in 2025).2 Finally, the war in the Middle East – in addition to accentuating international tensions
                  – precludes the possibility of a lasting drop in the price of oil, which could have
                  altered the course of this conflict.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Evaluating rising uncertainty about the American commitment to European security

               The degradation of international relations is resulting in a high level of uncertainty,
                  making it necessary to assess possible developments and elaborate on ways to steer
                  them in favourable directions. At the same time, this very uncertainty creates difficulties
                  with producing a valid and lasting analysis, because numerous factors are unknown
                  or evolving. This concern is especially pertinent with regard to the US since the
                  arrival in power of the second Trump administration in January 2025. American foreign
                  and security policy has become more unreliable and unpredictable. Although the America
                  First policy could imply restraint in the international arena, Donald Trump’s repeated
                  reproaches concerning US allies are already eroding Western security arrangements
                  in Europe.
               

               The willingness of the Trump administration to overturn established US policies has
                  been especially visible in the case of its approach towards Russia’s aggression against
                  Ukraine. Trump’s position has been sympathetic to – and accommodating of – Russia’s
                  demands, in sharp contrast to his predecessor, Joe Biden. In fact, Trump has, to a
                  large extent, reversed the US’ Russia policy of previous decades, opting to pressure
                  the party under attack rather than the aggressor. The Russia-friendly approach taken
                  by Trump and some of his chosen mediators entails serious risks for Kyiv, as negotiation
                  processes have been handled in an extremely unprofessional manner.
               

               Furthermore, there have been indications that the Trump administration could simply
                  bow out of the negotiations and severely reduce arms deliveries to – and intelligence
                  sharing with – Kyiv. This would require European actors to fill these gaps in Ukraine,
                  while simultaneously taking more responsibility for their own defence – although it
                  will take years, if not decades, before Europeans are able to acquire these military
                  capabilities. Both scenarios – continuation of a Russia-friendly trajectory and abandonment
                  of the Ukrainian dossier – would have major implications for European security. The
                  current US policy has taken numerous countries in Europe by surprise. Those most supportive
                  of Ukraine have combined their efforts to ramp up assistance to Kyiv and encourage
                  Washington to take European interests into account.
               

               The transactional approach of the Trump administration – focusing on short-term benefits
                  – has other immediate implications for Europeans: Washington has much less interest
                  in long-term engagement in Europe, and thus it is urging European states to sharply
                  increase defence spending (to 5 per cent of their GDP).3 Some actors now fear that the US could withdraw troops from Europe or even abandon
                  the continent. Others wonder whether the US would come to the rescue, should Russia
                  launch a kinetic attack against a NATO member state bordering its territory. The swarm
                  of Russian drones over Polish territory in September 2025 and the NATO response to
                  this incursion have only reinforced the salience of this question. In addition, the
                  priority being given to dealing with China and the efforts to contain the war in the
                  Middle East have further jeopardised the security guarantees believed to be implied
                  by Article 5 of the Washington Treaty. It is worth mentioning that US allies in Asia
                  face similar challenges.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Mapping out the differences in approaches towards Russia and Ukraine

               In this phase of heightened tensions, in which traditional political positioning can
                  no longer be taken for granted, it is useful to understand how the debate on Russia
                  and Ukraine as well as their relationship to European security is being conducted
                  in various European contexts. Indeed, having a nuanced comprehension of the positions
                  of the actors involved and the criteria they are applying with regard to a future
                  European security order can help in devising feasible solutions and avoiding paralysis
                  and failure. It is particularly revealing to focus on how these actors view the future
                  roles of Ukraine and Russia in the European security order, since this sheds light
                  on key differences, but also on possible crucial points of convergence.
               

               In the following chapters, we make a distinction between “security architecture” and
                  “security order”. The architecture concerns the institutional settings (e.g. EU, NATO,
                  OSCE), including their component parts and internal functioning. The security order
                  pertains to the normative framework, that is, a set of rules and principles in which
                  the institutions are embedded. Among them are the core principles of the United Nations
                  Charter (1945), the Helsinki Final Act (1975), and the Charter of Paris (1990), such
                  as the inviolability of borders and the sovereign equality of states. Both concepts
                  (architecture and order) are relevant for the current study. However, depending on
                  the actor, the relative emphasis on one or the other may vary.
               

               The full-scale invasion of Ukraine forced most European actors to revise their long-held
                  assumptions about European security and Russia’s intentions. It was made crystal clear
                  to most European capitals that the Kremlin was no longer willing to adhere to the
                  above-mentioned fundamental principles of the European security order. This raised
                  the issue of either abiding by these principles by containing Russia and strengthening
                  the existing security paradigm, or discarding them in order to pursue a new security
                  architecture together with Russia. Ukraine’s reaction to Russia’s war of aggression
                  has shown that Ukrainians are willing to defend these principles due to a strong sense
                  of the value of freedom, thus supporting the idea of a European security order excluding
                  Russia.
               

               The approaches of other European states (as well as the EU) to this fundamental question
                  of principles differ greatly, demonstrating the complexity of the European landscape
                  with regard to questions about security on the continent and beyond. This publication
                  aims to map this complexity in order to assess which types of security architecture
                  could emerge in the upcoming years, and which are less likely. One hypothesis is that
                  most of the European actors examined in this study are defining their positions towards
                  Russia and Ukraine according to how they traditionally viewed the role of the US in
                  European security and how they are currently assessing its decoupling from Europe
                  and its rapprochement with Moscow.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Defining the goal and approach of the publication

               Rather than trying to provide a monolithic vision of any given actor, the chapters
                  aim at outlining how the debate concerning Russia and Ukraine is structured in each
                  case before delving into the respective views on: 1) Moscow’s intentions and the contours
                  of a possible relationship with Russia; 2) Ukraine’s role in European security and
                  possible scenarios regarding a ceasefire; 3) key assumptions and preferences regarding
                  a future European security order/architecture; and 4) actions taken by the actor in
                  question to support or hinder the development of a particular European security order/architecture.
                  What sets this endeavour apart and offers added analytical value is not only the comparison
                  of different actors’ approaches, but also the exploration of their views about the
                  roles of Ukraine and Russia in European security.
               

               We opted for a selection of actors that are likely either to advance the development
                  of a reshaped European security architecture or to function as potential spoilers
                  with regard to the emergence of this architecture. These include not only the EU and
                  a variety of key member states, but also the United Kingdom, Norway, and Turkey. Unfortunately,
                  not all actors in these categories could be included. For example, the Baltic states,
                  which have been crucial supporters of Ukraine, have not been analysed, nor have other
                  actors with more divided societies or (potentially) ambiguous positions, such as Romania
                  and Bulgaria. We nonetheless believe that it is possible to reach valid conclusions
                  about the spectrum of positions held by a wide variety of influential European actors
                  based on the cases explored below. An analysis of the stances adopted by Ukraine and
                  Russia serves as the starting point for our study.
               

               On the basis of the chapters on the individual actors, we discuss in the conclusion
                  whether a certain number of actors are coalescing around or hindering a particular
                  type of security architecture in Europe. Based on the power balance among the actors
                  investigated, we sketch a likely scenario for the development of a new security order/architecture
                  in Europe in the next three to five years, in particular for the roles of Ukraine
                  and Russia therein. Finally, we embed these results in a larger transatlantic and
                  international context and assess the roles of key external actors and their likely
                  impact on this scenario.
               

               Our overarching goal is to contribute to the ongoing debate about European security4 by narrowing the scope of feasible options for its evolution. Our analysis is based
                  on the positions of a variety of key actors concerning the respective roles of Ukraine
                  and Russia in a future European security order/architecture. Thus, we address the
                  implications of the irreconcilable nature of Ukraine’s and Russia’s visions and evaluate
                  the likelihood of various European responses to this incompatibility in the short
                  and medium terms.
               

               We would like to express our sincere gratitude to the authors of this collective endeavour
                  for their outstanding contributions and lively participation during our spring workshop.
                  We are lucky to have gathered a team of such dedicated researchers. We also warmly
                  thank the colleagues and friends who commented on the early drafts of our chapters
                  and conclusion for their insightful and knowledgeable advice. Finally, we convey our
                  deepest appreciation to Johanna Flach, our research assistant on this project, for
                  her valuable assistance, and our genuine thanks to Robert Furlong and Daniel Kettner
                  for their meticulousness and rigour.
               

               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Russia against the European Security Order: From Contestation to Coercion

               Céline Marangé

            

            Russia has accumulated a long list of grievances with Western countries. Since the
               late 1990s, as the post–Cold War European security architecture was taking shape,
               Moscow has consistently framed these new arrangements as detrimental to its security.
               Its recriminations were primarily related to security issues, such as enlargement
               of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the erosion of arms control regimes,
               yet they were equally rooted in a refusal to relinquish Russia’s status as the dominant
               power in the post-Soviet region. Among the most acute political irritants were the
               “colour revolutions” and the geopolitical status of Ukraine. In Moscow, security concerns have always been tightly intertwined with identity quests regarding
                  Russia’s status in the international arena and its role in the Eurasian space. Therefore, it would be a mistake to believe that Vladimir Putin’s motives and intentions
               in Ukraine are purely security-related, and that if he were to obtain territorial
               concessions and “security guarantees”, he would curb his revisionist ambitions.
            

            The Kremlin’s ultimate objective is the wholesale revision of the post–Cold War European
               security architecture.
            

            Three and a half years into a full-fledged war that has led to more than a million
               dead and wounded, the Kremlin is openly endorsing a revanchist and imperialist agenda
               that is translating into uninhibited violence in Ukraine, hybrid manoeuvres in Europe,
               and unbridled propaganda globally. Its ultimate objective is not the attainment of
               tactical security gains, but rather the wholesale revision of the post–Cold War European
               security architecture and the dismantling of the liberal norms underpinning it. Indeed,
               Russia is pursuing a grand design of disrupting NATO and the European Union (EU) from
               without (through war) and from within (through subversion).
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               The Russian conception of security: A radical incompatibility

               Before 2022, it was widely accepted – and I personally assumed – that Russia’s leadership
                  promoted a grand strategy that was fundamentally defensive in nature though offensive
                  in practice. They deployed, so went the argument, “policies aimed at regaining global
                  status and asserting regional dominance, implicitly taking, as a reference point,
                  the position that Moscow used to enjoy during the Cold War and increasingly resorting
                  to military means and strategic intimidation”.1 It is still being debated as to whether Russia’s grand strategy under Putin changed
                  course or whether it had been misinterpreted from the very beginning. In any case,
                  Russia’s all-out war of aggression against Ukraine has made it clear that its grand
                  strategy is, in fact, both offensive in nature and aggressive in practice, and that
                  the dissatisfaction relates not only to the European security architecture, but also
                  to the very foundations of the post-war liberal international order.
               

               The current Russian leadership does not share the vision of cooperative security that
                  has been at the heart of the European project since its inception in 1950, namely
                  the idea – espoused by Europe’s founding fathers – that cooperation is necessary and
                  desirable to break the cycle of endless violence and ensure long-lasting peace. At
                  the end of the Cold War, after the signing of the Charter of Paris for a New Europe
                  in November 1990, European leaders assumed that this vision could guide pan-European
                  security. Yet, Russia now de facto rejects the United Nations (UN) principle of the sovereign equality of states, which
                  proclaims that each country – whether small or large, weak or powerful – is free to
                  choose its own political regime and alliance system, although it had adhered to that
                  principle in a variety of legally binding international instruments. In a typical
                  distortion of reality, the Russian minister of foreign affairs, Sergey Lavrov, even
                  recently defended the concept.2

               Regarding European security, there were at least two perspectives in Moscow before
                  the full-scale invasion of Ukraine. The more moderate of the two reactivated the old
                  concept of the “indivisibility of security” (nedelimost’ bezopasnosti), arguing in favour of concertation mechanisms and the temporary neutrality of countries
                  in between. Prof. Andrey Zagorski, the head of the Department for Disarmament and
                  Conflict Resolution Studies at the Institute of World Economy and International Relations
                  of the Russian Academy of Sciences (IMEMO), advocated a middle way: Rather than seeking
                  to enact new rules, it would be better to clarify existing ones in a number of areas
                  of common interest, while re-instilling a culture of transparency and mutual consultation,
                  and postponing discussions on the most difficult issues until a later date.3

               The second perspective, which has been gaining prominence since 2022 and now dominates
                  the debate on security and geopolitics in Moscow, promotes a “spheres of influence”
                  worldview and an essentialist view of history. Proponents of the “sphere of influence”
                  narrative refuse to consider post-Soviet countries as being fully sovereign and pretend
                  not to understand why Central European countries subjected to Soviet rule and military
                  occupation for decades sought security guarantees with NATO in the 1990s. They remain
                  implicitly committed to the “doctrine of limited sovereignty”, laid down by Leonid
                  Brezhnev after the crushing of the Prague Spring in 1968 to restrict the right of
                  Warsaw Pact countries to depart from the Soviet model. For them, power is exercised
                  through domination, while security is achieved by maintaining control over the margins,
                  both directly and indirectly.
               

               Furthermore, since March 2023, Russia is officially defined in its Foreign Policy
                  Concept as a “civilisation-state like no other” (samobytnoe gosudarstvo-tsivilizatsiya). The notion of a “civilisation state” implicitly opposes that of a nation-state and
                  underpins a hierarchy of countries based on their size, culture, and history. The
                  underlying idea is that states which claim to be a civilisation should be granted
                  a sphere of influence in their former preserve and special prerogatives in the new
                  world order to come.4 This serves to justify a new imperialism and is, in fact, a deliberate assault on
                  the UN Charter and the Helsinki Final Act, in particular on the principle of the sovereign
                  equality of states.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               The rejection of the post–Cold War order: The crux of the problem

               Since the late 1990s, the deterioration in relations with Western countries had been
                  gradual until the radical move of invading Ukraine. Russia is the world’s largest
                  country. It has 11 time zones and accounts for one-eighth of the world’s land mass.
                  It has inherited 75 per cent of the Soviet Union’s territory and nuclear arsenal,
                  but current Russian authorities – who were trained as Cold Warriors (and/or KGB agents)
                  and who experienced the collapse of the Soviet Union as a personal humiliation – seem
                  to feel that their country was downgraded and amputated compared to what it was in
                  imperial and Soviet times. For them, this event equated the loss of superpower status,
                  the disappearance of a value system that had been presented as eternal, an overhaul
                  of their mental map, and the search for a new international positioning – in short,
                  problems of identity.
               

               A major bone of contention has thus been the role of the United States (US) in Europe
                  and NATO’s continued existence (in contrast to the Warsaw Pact’s dissolution in July
                  1991). Both NATO and EU enlargements have been perceived in Moscow as means to reduce
                  Russia’s freedom of action in what the Russians call their “near abroad”. In his famous
                  Munich speech in February 2007, Putin declared that “NATO expansion does not have
                  any relation […] with ensuring security in Europe”, and that it constituted “a serious
                  provocation that reduces the level of mutual trust”.5

               The situation further escalated in the first half of 2008 when Putin’s second term
                  as president ended and he shifted to the position of prime minister. In February 2008,
                  Russia condemned the recognition of Kosovo by the US, the United Kingdom, Turkey,
                  and France. At the NATO summit in Bucharest in April 2008, Washington wanted to grant
                  Ukraine and Georgia a Membership Action Plan, which Berlin and Paris opposed for fear
                  of upsetting Moscow. As a compromise, it was decided to offer the prospect of membership
                  but without a fixed date. The communiqué stated: “NATO welcomes Ukraine’s and Georgia’s
                  Euro-Atlantic aspirations for membership in NATO. We agreed today that these countries
                  will become members of NATO.”6

               In a speech delivered in Berlin in early June 2008, the newly elected president, Dmitry
                  Medvedev, proposed instead to enforce the principle of the “indivisibility of security”
                  by concluding a “European Security Treaty”, which would address NATO enlargements,
                  the US plan to establish new bases in Eastern Europe, and nuclear arms control. The
                  draft of the treaty asserted that “no nation or international organization operating
                  in the Euro-Atlantic region [was] entitled to strengthen its own security at the cost
                  of other nations or organizations.” This initiative was met with scepticism and almost
                  left unanswered.7

               Later in June, the European Council discussed the “Eastern Partnership”, which was
                  aimed at all former Soviet countries in the EU neighbourhood except Russia. Initiated
                  by Polish Foreign Minister Radosław Sikorski, with the support of Carl Bildt of Sweden,
                  the project called for a gradual opening of European markets in exchange for strengthening
                  the rule of law and democratic values. The Russian regime regarded this potential
                  development as a political and economic threat for its own influence and governance
                  model, as well as a resurgence of old power struggles between Russia, Poland, and
                  Sweden. In August 2008, the war in Georgia broke out: It was a first warning shot.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               The Russian vision of strategic stability: Status symbol and real concerns

               Another reason for discord has been strategic stability. According to Moscow, the
                  first blow dates to December 2001, a few months after 9/11, when the US announced
                  its withdrawal from the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty on defensive arms control.
                  Signed by Brezhnev and Richard Nixon in 1972 as part of the SALT I negotiations on
                  offensive weapons, this treaty prohibited the construction and deployment of missile
                  defence systems at sea, in the air, and in outer space; on land, it authorised the
                  installation of such systems in only two types of sites: around the capital and near
                  a launch zone for intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), which are capable of
                  carrying strategic nuclear warheads.
               

               With the end of the ABM Treaty, the US set up the Missile Defense Agency in 2002 and
                  pursued the development of several anti-missile systems, taking advantage of earlier
                  research, notably within the framework of the Strategic Defense Initiative, launched
                  by Ronald Reagan in 1983 to accelerate the arms race against the Soviet Union. From
                  the outset, the American missile shield project aroused suspicion in Moscow, where
                  it was assumed that the project was not designed to protect against Iran, but to be
                  directed against Russia. In the same Munich speech, Putin noted that “missile weapons
                  with a range of about five to eight thousand kilometres that really pose a threat
                  to Europe do not exist in any of the so-called problem countries.”8

               The Russian side contended that the missile defence systems deployed in Europe undermined
                  Russia’s nuclear deterrence, since it was believed that the anti-ballistic missiles
                  could shoot down a strategic missile in flight. Russian experts also maintained that
                  Russia was exposed to massive non-nuclear air strikes against civilian and military
                  entities. As explained by the Russian military theorist Andrey A. Kokoshin, “during
                  the past 20–25 years, there has been discussion about the issue of damaging targets
                  of the strategic nuclear forces with non-nuclear [weapons] – about the ‘involvement’
                  of high-precision, long-range non-nuclear weapons in a sudden ‘disarming’ strike against
                  the adversary’s strategic nuclear forces.”9 Russia had concerns specifically about the Aegis Ashore system that was located in
                  Romania and Poland and being used to intercept the ballistic missiles. It had additional
                  concerns that Tomahawk cruise missiles could be placed in the launchers at the site
                  in Poland and be used offensively.
               

               Threat perception results from one’s assessment of adversaries’ intent and capability to harm. It is fair to recognise that the Russians had a point as regards
                  capabilities. As an American physicist recently demonstrated with learned calculations,
                  the lethalities of US long-range conventional cruise missiles are comparable to US
                  nuclear-armed ballistic missiles. In particular, he shows that precision missiles
                  can destroy a silo even without impacting it directly, due to the ground motion induced
                  by the conventional explosion.10

               Following his accession to the White House in 2009, Barack Obama attempted a “reset”
                  and cancelled the deployment of US long-range missile interceptors. In 2010, Moscow
                  and Washington even signed the New Start strategic nuclear arms reduction treaty.
                  The same year, however, NATO allies decided to develop an expanded ballistic missile
                  defence capability to counter any ballistic or nuclear threats from Iran. NATO’s Secretary
                  General invited Russia to join the project in order to jointly build and operate the
                  same security system.11 The proposal went unheeded. The breakup was already complete by the end of the 2000s.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               The militarisation of foreign policy as a sign of increasing frustration

               Retrospectively, it appears that 2010 was a pivotal year. On the one hand, Moscow
                  announced its intention to create a regional organisation to supplant (and imitate)
                  the EU in the post-Soviet space: the future Eurasian Economic Union. On the other
                  hand, it launched a 10-year, €400 billion rearmament plan that included strategic
                  weapons capable of penetrating missile defence systems. The chronology of events of
                  this decade reveals a staunch determination to create strategic surprises and take
                  military risks with the aim of regaining power and status, both regionally and globally.
               

               The first surprise was the annexation of Crimea and the destabilisation of the Donbas.
                  In late November 2013, the Ukrainian president, Viktor Yanukovych, abandoned the Association
                  Agreement with the EU under pressure from Moscow. Seeing the EU as a promise for the
                  future, Ukrainian civil society mobilised for three months until Yanukovych fled.
                  In retaliation, Russia annexed Crimea in March 2014, ensuring it would retain the
                  port of Sevastopol – home to Russia’s Black Sea fleet – and fomented unrest in Eastern
                  Ukraine,12 subsequently sustaining a high-intensity conflict. The Minsk II Agreements were concluded
                  in February 2015. Over the years, they became a growing source of exasperation for
                  Putin, since they were never implemented the way he intended. The war continued as
                  Russia provided arms and money to the Donbas separatists.
               

               The second surprise came in September 2015, when the Russian army intervened in the
                  Syrian civil war to save the crumbling regime of Bashar al-Assad and indirectly confront
                  the US in the Middle East. In the following years, the Russian private military company
                  Wagner also started to operate in eastern Libya and other parts of Africa. In Europe,
                  the Russian military stepped up strategic signalling in the Baltic Sea region, using
                  ballistic missile submarines and strategic bombers; it also deployed tactical nuclear
                  weapons near the borders of the EU, such as Iskander ballistic missiles with dual
                  capability. To reduce its dependence on Western countries and promote its vision of
                  a “multipolar world order”, Russia turned to the East and strengthened its ties with
                  China.
               

               Against this backdrop, the erosion of arms control continued. For years, the US and
                  Russia could not even agree on a shared list of items to put on the agenda for arms
                  control negotiations. In 2019, the US, followed by Russia, withdrew from the Intermediate-Range
                  Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, signed in December 1987 by Mikhail Gorbachev and Ronald
                  Reagan to ban land-based missiles with ranges from 500 to 5,500 km, both conventional
                  and nuclear. The INF’s demise was linked to two problems: Russia’s failure to comply
                  with the treaty and China’s growing military capabilities with the build-up of its
                  nuclear arsenal and deployment of intermediate-range missiles positioned against Taiwan.
                  Nevertheless, Russian experts were still pondering solutions for preserving arms control
                  in the late 2010s.
               

               In February 2021, Russia and the US renewed in extremis the New Start Treaty for five years. During the negotiations, Moscow was eager to
                  find arrangements for missile shields and non-nuclear strategic weapons, in particular
                  high-precision conventional weapons.13 This focus suggested that, in the event of a high-intensity conflict, the Russian
                  side still feared losing air superiority and being subjected to high-precision strikes
                  deep inland, including decapitation strikes on its centres of power. For its part,
                  Washington insisted on the need for better control of the large number of Russian
                  tactical nuclear warheads, and for clarifications on the conditions of their use.
                  This focus suggested that the American side assumed the existence of a Russian nuclear
                  doctrine that advocated “escalating to de-escalate” with limited nuclear strikes.
                  In other words, it speculated that Moscow could lower the nuclear threshold by using
                  “tactical” nuclear weapons to avoid a conventional defeat.14

               A few months before the invasion of Ukraine, Moscow’s relations with Washington seemed
                  to have somehow stabilised. The Biden administration had waived some sanctions related
                  to Nord Stream 2. Joe Biden and Putin had met in Geneva in June 2021 for a summit
                  meeting. Yet, in December 2021, Russia suddenly presented “security demands” in the
                  form of two draft treaties with NATO and the US. As a veiled ultimatum, it requested
                  written guarantees certifying that Ukraine and Georgia would not join NATO, that all
                  Western military aid to Ukraine and military cooperation with NATO countries would
                  cease, and that NATO military drills near Russia’s borders would end. Moscow also
                  required the return of NATO to “its 1997 borders”, that is, those that existed before
                  the EU and NATO enlargements to Central European countries and the Baltic States.
               

               The full-scale invasion of Ukraine was not merely prompted by classic security concerns,
                  but rather by identity motivations.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Revanchism and imperialism as primary motivations

               Despite this staging, the full-scale invasion of Ukraine was not merely prompted by
                  classic security concerns, but rather by identity motivations. Undoubtedly, Putin
                  wanted to demonstrate NATO’s weakness by trying to impose a new fait accompli. It is certainly no accident that the “security demands” came 30 years, month for
                  month, after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, and that the offensive began 15
                  years, month for month, after the Munich speech against “American unilateralism”.
                  Yet, he also intended to reassert his dominance over a country that he sees as an
                  inalienable part of Russia. He repeatedly stated that, in his view, Russians and Ukrainians
                  are “one people”, that Ukraine as a nation does not exist, and that Ukraine as a state
                  should never have existed.15

               To subjugate Ukraine, the Kremlin has used military power with increasing brutality,
                  targeting civilians with drones and missiles in intentional air terror campaigns.
                  It assumes that it can win a war of attrition by launching new ground offensives and
                  maintaining a state of permanent insecurity in the rear. In 2023, Sabine Fischer,
                  a senior researcher at SWP, observed: “Russia continues to wage war against Ukraine
                  with the aim of destroying that country. Even though it remains far from achieving
                  its goals, the Putin regime shows no willingness to compromise. Moscow is playing
                  for time: the political leadership still believes that it can militarily exhaust Ukraine
                  and corrode the international support for Kyiv.”16 This analysis remains fully valid in 2025.
               

               Putin continues to insist on his maximalist goals. In June 2024, he laid down his
                  conditions for a ceasefire, requesting a ban on Ukraine’s NATO membership, its “demilitarization”,
                  and its “denazification”, meaning at the very least regime change in Kyiv. In March
                  2025, after Donald Trump’s openings and concessions, additional conditions were set:
                  Before contemplating a ceasefire, Moscow now required “security guarantees” for itself,
                  the lifting of sanctions, the dropping of all legal proceedings for war crimes, the
                  return of Russian frozen assets, and the recognition of Russian sovereignty over all
                  occupied territories within their administrative borders. The latest demand would
                  imply nothing less than evacuating territories controlled by the Ukrainian army and
                  handing over the cities currently under Kyiv’s control of Zaporizhzhia, Kramatorsk,
                  Slavyansk, as well as Kherson, which was liberated by the Ukrainian Armed Forces in
                  the fall of 2022. These cities could then serve as bridgeheads for new large-scale
                  offensives.
               

               To deter and coerce the Europeans, Russia is applying an escalatory strategy in all
                  domains, combining strategic signalling, nuclear intimidation, political subversion,
                  information warfare, and hybrid attacks. This includes sabotage, arsons, assassination
                  attempts, disinformation campaign, and now drone incursions into NATO airspace. Russia
                  has also tightened ties with Iran and North Korea to obtain weapons as well as to
                  pressure the US, since this contributes to the growing interconnection of operation
                  theatres.
               

               Nuclear threats are aimed at exerting escalation dominance and dissuading Western
                  policymakers. Leading experts with intelligence backgrounds and ties to the Kremlin
                  regularly explain that it is urgent to restore the fear of nuclear escalation. Sergey
                  Karaganov, an anti-Western hawk who chairs the Council for Foreign and Defense Policy,
                  outright advocates the use of a pre-emptive tactical nuclear strike.17 Dmitry Trenin, the former director of the Carnegie Moscow Center, asserts for his
                  part: “As for possible Russian nuclear strikes on NATO countries, hypothetically speaking,
                  Washington is unlikely to respond to these strikes by attacking Russia for fear of
                  its retaliation against the US,” which would “dispel the myth built for decades around
                  Article 5” and “lead to the deepest crisis in NATO, perhaps even to its collapse”.18

               The war on Ukraine has significantly radicalised the Russian regime while transforming
                  the Russian economy and society towards what seems to be a point of no return.
               

               Indeed, the war on Ukraine has significantly radicalised the Russian regime while
                  transforming the Russian economy and society towards what seems to be a point of no
                  return. Russia’s military expenditure reached $149 billion in 2024 – a 38 per cent
                  increase from 2023.19 The defence budget is set to rise by 25 per cent in 2025. According to Russian military
                  expert Pavel Luzin, in January 2025, the Russian army had 700,000 killed, wounded,
                  and missing in action, including 5,400 dead officers.20 However, it is reconstituting forces at a fast pace: In 2024, it managed to incorporate
                  300,000 recruits and to integrate North Korean fighters. It is recruiting volunteers
                  and preparing new mobilisations.21 The militarisation of education is also an indicator of the regime’s long-term intentions.
                  At least 1.7 million Russian minors are enrolled in the Youth Army (Yunarmiya), where they receive political indoctrination and learn how to use Kalashnikovs and
                  drones.22

               In sum, Russian authorities claim to be engaged in a zero-sum game reminiscent of
                  the brinksmanship episodes from the Cold War. Before considering any ceasefire, they
                  keep requesting a return to the “root causes” of the war, as if the aggression against
                  Ukraine did not result from their expansionist ambitions and imperial fantasies, but
                  from an alleged right to self-defence and a sense of exceptionalism. As in Soviet
                  times, they are asserting a vision of European security implying the law of the strongest
                  and the recognition of spheres of influence. Therefore, it seems illusory – and hazardous
                  – to believe that Moscow could be “appeased” with “serious negotiations” which would
                  satisfy its alleged “legitimate security needs”. Not surprisingly, the Alaska summit
                  between Trump and Putin, convened in August 2025 to achieve a ceasefire in Ukraine,
                  did not bring tangible results. There are reasons to contend that Putin’s ultimate
                  objective is to dismantle NATO and implode the EU so he can go down in history as
                  the one who erased the humiliation of the defeat in the Cold War and of the dismantling
                  of the empire and who, like his most illustrious predecessors, “gathered Russian lands”
                  and imposed his dominion. As long as he is in power and his regime exists, Russia
                  will in all likelihood continue to dedicate vast resources to the destruction of Ukraine
                  and to confront EU countries across all domains, posing a long-lasting threat to Europe’s
                  security and democracy.
               

               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Ukraine: Joining and Strengthening the West*

               Susan Stewart

            

            After the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, Ukrainians are
               more convinced than ever of the need to join Western institutions, especially the
               European Union (EU) and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). They see Russia’s
               hostility emerging from a historically rooted imperialism that will not disappear
               after the departure of Vladimir Putin. They thus view themselves as being at the forefront
               of Europe’s defence of its own security and values – preferably together with the
               United States (US), but without it if necessary. Ukraine believes it has much to contribute
               to European security – militarily, but also with regard to food and energy. It thus
               sees Western assistance as being in the long-term interest of the countries providing
               it, but does not take this support for granted.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               A clear foreign policy orientation since 2014

               A major turning point in Ukraine’s position on the European security order occurred
                  in 2014. Starting in November 2013 there were major protests in Kyiv and other cities
                  against then-President Viktor Yanukovych, because he had refused to sign an Association
                  Agreement with the EU at the Eastern Partnership summit in Vilnius, as originally
                  planned. Shortly before the summit, Yanukovych received an offer from Russian President
                  Vladimir Putin, promising him significant economic benefits if he renounced deeper
                  cooperation with the EU.1 The protests became known as the “Euromaidan” in the West, but they are usually referred
                  to as the “Revolution of Dignity” in Ukraine. They broadened into demonstrations against
                  corruption within Yanukovych’s personal circle and the Ukrainian government, and they
                  culminated in Yanukovych fleeing to Russia and snap presidential and parliamentary
                  elections. Shortly after Yanukovych took flight, Russia illegally occupied and annexed
                  the Crimean Peninsula and took de facto control over parts of the Donbas in eastern
                  Ukraine.2

               In the course of 2014, Ukraine and the EU signed the Association Agreement, and the
                  Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA) included in it entered fully into force
                  in 2017. Although Ukraine’s relations with NATO were active, their pace and momentum
                  were very different from those of its relations with the EU. At the NATO summit in
                  Bucharest in 2008, it had been decided that both Ukraine and Georgia would enter the
                  Alliance, but no date was specified. This decision was less a positive step and more
                  a compromise between those countries that were pushing for Ukraine (and Georgia) to
                  be given a Membership Action Plan (MAP) and those that opposed this step (including
                  France and Germany). In Ukraine itself, attitudes towards NATO were divided. However,
                  because of Russia’s invasion in 2014, which had resulted in more than 14,000 deaths
                  even before the full-scale war began in February 2022, Ukrainians began to support
                  NATO membership more strongly.3 In 2017 legislation established membership in NATO (and the EU) as a foreign policy
                  objective of Ukraine. In 2019 this goal was anchored in the Ukrainian Constitution.4 In 2020 President Volodymyr Zelensky approved Ukraine’s National Security Strategy,
                  which reinforced the country’s intention of joining NATO. In the preparatory phases
                  of NATO’s 2022 Strategic Concept, Ukraine advocated for its accession in conjunction
                  with the formulation of the document.
               

               Starting in 2014, Ukraine pursued a relatively consistent policy aiming at membership
                  in both NATO and the EU.
               

               Thus, starting in 2014 and until the full-scale Russian invasion on 24 February 2022,
                  Ukraine pursued a relatively consistent policy aiming at membership in both NATO and
                  the EU. This indicates two things. First, Ukraine took a fairly conservative approach
                  towards integration into Western institutions and to European security. Kyiv did not
                  call into question the existing architecture, but simply attempted to become a part
                  of it. Second, both the EU and NATO were associated with security for Ukraine. Even
                  though NATO was much more clearly connected to hard security, the EU – as an organisation
                  based within a Western political and economic framework – represented certain values
                  as well as prosperity. Acceptance into the EU would be an important aspect of belonging
                  to the Western club, and thus of escaping the Russian sphere of influence and the
                  accompanying dangers involving security. It was also, of course, not lost on Ukraine
                  that those Central and Eastern European countries that had previously joined the EU
                  had, in fact, also become NATO members in the process.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Relations with Russia: From (inter)dependence to rejection

               This increasing emphasis on integration into Western organisations should not disguise
                  the fact that Ukraine maintained significant relations with Russia in multiple areas.
                  In fact, it could be argued that its complex relations with Russia were the primary
                  reason for its growing interest in joining Western structures.
               

               Without delving too far back into history, it is evident even from the paragraphs
                  above that Ukraine was politically and economically dependent on as well as intertwined
                  with Russia – not to mention the myriad cultural and societal connections. Even though
                  Kyiv had made numerous attempts to regulate and shape its relations with Moscow following
                  its independence in 1991, the fact that Yanukovych preferred Putin’s proposition in
                  the run-up to the Eastern Partnership summit in 2013 is indicative of several things.
                  First, the kleptocratic regime in Ukraine meant that Yanukovych was dependent on generating
                  revenue to be distributed among his cronies, so Putin’s offer of quick economic benefits
                  was attractive to him. Second, Russia held powerful types of leverage over Ukraine
                  (economic, political, military, etc.), which made it difficult for Yanukovych to refuse
                  Putin’s proposal.5 Third, the Ukrainian style of governance and the socialisation of its leaders were
                  much closer to their Russian equivalents than to those in the EU, meaning that Yanukovych
                  (and other high-ranking Ukrainian politicians and officials) were more comfortable
                  dealing with their Russian than with their EU counterparts.
               

               Clearly these various connections and perceptions did not disappear simply because
                  Yanukovych fled to Russia. Even though there was a sharp turn towards the West under
                  President Petro Poroshenko (elected in May 2014), relations with Russia persisted.
                  Poroshenko continued to govern in an oligarchic manner (indeed being an oligarch himself),
                  so the links to and similarities with Russia that derived from this regime type by
                  no means vanished. In addition, numerous opposition parties and blocs with pro-Russian
                  positions were present in parliament and on the local level. Official institutions
                  remained to some extent infiltrated by Russian citizens or people working closely
                  with them, both formally and informally. Personal ties to Russia through relatives,
                  employment, or cultural affinities were common, especially for Ukrainians living close
                  to the Russian border.6

               At the same time, Moscow (and Putin personally) reacted extremely negatively to the
                  Euromaidan, the ousting of Yanukovych, and the fact that the new Ukrainian authorities
                  began pursuing a much more pronounced integration with the West. The Russian side
                  adopted a narrative claiming that the Euromaidan was instigated by the West (the US
                  in particular, with the EU following suit), that the transition to a new president
                  and government was not being pursued in a legal manner, and that the entire process
                  should be seen as a “coup d’état” carried out by ultranationalists and neo-Nazi extremists.7 Under these circumstances, Ukrainian-Russian relations could not continue at the
                  same level as before, and the problems were clearly not only on the rhetorical level.
                  Russia’s illegal annexation of Crimea and covert occupation of parts of Donetsk and
                  Luhansk oblasts meant that relations between Kyiv and Moscow became markedly more
                  hostile. Russia’s approach to the Minsk Agreements of 2014 and 2015 – designed from
                  a Western point of view to manage or even resolve the conflict regarding the Donbas
                  – clearly indicated that Moscow was not willing to respect Ukraine’s sovereignty and
                  territorial integrity. Once it became evident to the Russian side that they would
                  not be able to manipulate President Zelensky (after his election in 2019) or coerce
                  him into accepting Russia’s demands, the relationship deteriorated further.
               

               Russia’s full-scale invasion fundamentally changed Ukraine’s relationship to Russia
                  on multiple levels.
               

               Nonetheless it would appear that very few people in the Ukrainian elite and society
                  believed that Russia would launch the full-scale invasion that began on 24 February
                  2022. This event and the ensuing all-out war have fundamentally changed Ukraine’s
                  relationship to Russia on multiple levels. Not only are the two armies engaged in
                  brutal combat with enormous (though as of yet undisclosed) human losses. Parties deemed
                  pro-Russian have been banned, and numerous politicians have moved to Russia, with
                  some being deprived of their Ukrainian citizenship.8 Pro-Russian media have been prohibited or forced out of Ukraine’s media landscape.
                  Trade with Russia (and Belarus) has also plummeted.9 On the societal level, many Ukrainians have cut off contact with friends and relatives
                  in Russia. The use of the Ukrainian language in daily life has surged, even among
                  those who were accustomed to speaking Russian primarily, and significantly more people
                  who previously identified as Russian now characterise themselves as Ukrainian.10 Many Russian cultural and historical figures are now viewed negatively, and there
                  is resentment that Russian citizens have failed to protest against the war en masse.
               

               These developments presage an extremely difficult relationship with Russia for generations
                  to come. In Ukraine, the assumption is that Moscow is intent on taking control of
                  the entire country, thereby destroying the Ukrainian state and nation. The Ukrainian
                  narrative that Ukraine is protecting European security order implies a further assumption
                  – that Russia is not simply interested in subjugating Ukraine, but is in fact in a
                  larger war with the West, and it will therefore go on to challenge one or more NATO
                  countries militarily if it is not stopped in Ukraine. As for domestic developments,
                  the conviction predominates that the Russian elite and society are imperialistic.
                  Therefore, the replacement of Putin, even with a Russian opposition politician, would
                  not resolve the problems in Moscow’s relationship with Ukraine and the West. Thus,
                  only a clear and crushing defeat of Russia by military means could bring about the
                  possibility for positive change. The idea that Russia could be destabilised and potentially
                  collapse is not necessarily viewed as a negative scenario in Kyiv. Rather, the disintegration
                  of the Russian Federation into smaller independent units could be seen as an opportunity
                  to get rid of a country that relies on its enormous land mass and exploitation of
                  its natural resources (including its population) to terrorise and subdue others.11

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Ukraine with the West against Russia

               Ukraine envisions a European security order that does not include Russia. As one of
                  its primary functions, this order should seek to deter Russia militarily and protect
                  its members from malign Russian influence in all its forms. Although institutionally
                  Ukraine does not see the need for innovation, being content to join the main existing
                  institutions of this order (NATO and the EU), there is nonetheless a widespread belief
                  that these entities can be made more fit for purpose. What is more, Kyiv sees many
                  ways in which Ukraine can contribute to this process – and in fact is already doing
                  so.
               

               From a Ukrainian perspective, the country is doing more to deter Russia at the moment
                  than NATO and EU member states, in the sense that it is sending soldiers into battle
                  and that hundreds of thousands of people (both military personnel and civilians) have
                  died or been seriously injured in trying to stop the Russian advance. This does not
                  mean that Ukrainians are not grateful for the military (and other) assistance granted
                  by Western states. They appreciate this support enormously, but the sacrifice of human
                  lives is nonetheless seen as a more significant contribution, since military equipment
                  can be replaced, whereas individual lives are lost forever.
               

               Therefore, the perception in Ukraine is that, as a NATO and EU member state, it will
                  provide a huge boost to the military capabilities of these organisations. This is
                  due in particular to the size and battle-trained nature of the Ukrainian Armed Forces,
                  as well as to the experience they have acquired while combatting Russian warfighting
                  tactics, especially concerning drone warfare. In fact, Ukraine has already begun to
                  contribute its expertise.12 In addition, Ukraine has perhaps more experience than any current EU or NATO member
                  state in coping with various forms of Russian hybrid attacks, from cyberattacks to myriad
                  types of disinformation and propaganda. Finally, the rapid expansion of the defence
                  industry in Ukraine and its innovative capacity are seen as tremendous advantages
                  that the country would bring to the EU and NATO.13

               Beyond these areas, Ukraine sees itself as well-positioned to contribute with regard
                  to both food and energy security.14 As an agricultural powerhouse, Ukraine can help to ensure the autonomy of those European
                  countries bound together in Western alliances as a supplier of grain and numerous
                  other foodstuffs. Although these are currently sources of discord in certain bilateral
                  relationships, particularly with Poland, from the Ukrainian point of view the larger
                  picture indicates that these resources will add to the EU’s competitive advantage
                  in the coming years.15

               In the energy realm, Ukraine also believes it has quite a bit to offer – or will have
                  after an initial phase of reconstruction.16 Although the country has halted the transit of gas from Russia to the EU, Ukraine
                  has its own gas resources, which are to some extent untapped. In addition, there is
                  significant potential to further develop renewable sources of energy, in particular
                  wind and solar. Kyiv has also succeeded in exporting electricity (especially prior
                  to the full-fledged invasion), thanks in large part to its network of nuclear power
                  plants. Beyond the energy domain, Ukraine possesses other critical resources, as the
                  discussion about the “minerals deal” with the US has made evident. Although the feasibility
                  of accessing some of these resources (due to both geological and war-related constraints)
                  is unclear, from a Ukrainian perspective they represent an advantage the country would
                  provide to the EU and NATO, in particular with regard to achieving strategic autonomy.17

               Kyiv is convinced that integrating a victorious Ukraine into the EU and NATO will
                  give these organisations numerous advantages.
               

               Thus, for Ukraine, the rest of Europe (and indeed the West) should bolster support
                  for its military now, not only to deter Russia and thus ensure European security,
                  but also because integrating a victorious Ukraine into the EU and NATO will provide
                  these organisations with numerous military and economic advantages, even while adding
                  to existing competition in various sectors.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               A more diverse foreign policy approach

               Even though the US is obviously a crucial actor within Western institutions, and NATO
                  in particular, it is equally clear that the second Trump administration has called
                  the American role in these institutions fundamentally into question. Like many actors
                  in the West, Ukraine has difficulty conceiving of a US that is more of an adversary
                  than a partner. Although Ukrainian foreign policy is generally flexible and pragmatic,
                  the fact that US support has been key to Ukrainian military successes up to this point
                  means that Kyiv is extraordinarily reluctant to switch to a strategy based on the
                  assumption that the US can no longer be relied upon.
               

               Thus, Ukrainian politicians continue to attempt to influence Donald Trump and other
                  relevant US actors in order to convince them to adopt the Ukrainian perspective on
                  the war. However, they are not willing to cross certain red lines and accept whatever
                  is proposed by the US side. This is evidenced not only by Zelensky’s reaction to criticisms
                  by Trump and Vice President J. D. Vance in the Oval Office in February 2025, but also
                  by (successful) Ukrainian efforts to negotiate a “minerals deal” that would provide
                  advantages to both sides.18 Zelensky’s warnings to the US negotiating team not to exceed its competence by promising
                  that Ukraine will acknowledge some of its regions as Russian territory also fall into
                  this category.19 In general, Ukraine is willing to engage in negotiations on ending the war but is
                  unwilling to capitulate. Since Moscow seems intent on obtaining capitulation from
                  Kyiv, Ukrainians are prepared to continue fighting.
               

               Ukraine made a significant effort to reach out to the countries of the so-called Global
                  South, in particular in the context of the “Peace Formula”, a collection of 10 points
                  presented by Zelensky in the fall of 2022 that were intended to serve as the basis
                  for a just and lasting peace.20 Since they included general issues such as energy security, food provision, nuclear
                  safety, and environmental protection, the Ukrainian side believed that many states
                  in the Global South would be supportive. In addition, the assumption was that these
                  countries would also be interested in a world order based on the tenets of international
                  law, including state sovereignty and territorial integrity. To some extent these efforts
                  were successful. Ukraine significantly increased its degree of interaction with numerous
                  states and several meetings were organised, for example the “Peace Summit” in Bürgenstock
                  (Switzerland) in July 2024. The meetings were well-attended, but it quickly became
                  clear that the original idea of persuading the involved states to take Ukraine’s side
                  and put pressure on Russia to end the war was unrealistic. Many of the countries approached
                  were not interested in spoiling their relationships with Moscow and were inclined
                  to remain more or less neutral. The Peace Formula and the corresponding efforts gradually
                  began to take a back seat to other foci.
               

               Perceptions about China among the Ukrainian elite have varied over the years, including
                  during the period of the full-scale Russian invasion. On the one hand, China has been
                  a major importer of Ukrainian grain. On the other hand, Ukraine has to some extent
                  sabotaged its relations with China by 1) reneging on deals made during the Yanukovych
                  period, and 2) refusing the Chinese offer to invest in the helicopter producer Motor
                  Sich due to US opposition at the time.21 Since February 2022 the Ukrainian attitude towards Beijing has included a variety
                  of positions. At certain times Kyiv hoped to persuade China to pressure Russia to
                  stop the war and/or considered Beijing a potential mediator. More recently there has
                  been growing frustration at China’s reluctance to get involved, its covert support
                  of Russia’s war effort, and evidence of Chinese mercenaries recruited by Russia.22 There is thus no coherent Ukrainian stance on China, and Kyiv’s initial hopes about
                  Beijing’s position with regard to the war have not been realised. In this sense, the
                  developments have been similar to those concerning the Global South. Apparent statements
                  by Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi – that China prefers to avoid a Russian defeat
                  in Ukraine – have only contributed to Ukraine’s irritation with the Chinese role in
                  the war.23

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Conclusion: Prepared for a long fight

               Thus, although Ukraine continues to devote considerable resources to its relationship
                  with the US under the Trump administration and has not given up on receiving additional
                  American support, Kyiv has nonetheless turned further towards Europe. Ukraine has
                  repeatedly emphasised its commitment to the democratic and humanitarian values being
                  promoted by many in Europe – and the West more broadly – and pointed out Russia’s
                  blatant infringement of these values. As the US has shown signs of adopting Russia’s
                  positions, European actors – as defenders of these values – are becoming more important
                  to Ukraine with regard to establishing a values-based security order, which will find
                  ways to hold Russia accountable for its repeated and severe violations of international
                  law. The recent creation of a special tribunal under the aegis of the Council of Europe
                  to address the crime of aggression and thereby combat impunity at the highest political
                  level is one instance of this approach.24

               However, this does not mean that the questions concerning immediate and ongoing military
                  support and the provision of security guarantees in the case of a temporary ceasefire
                  have become less significant. Here again, since the participation of the US in these
                  issues has been called into question, Ukraine has been working closely with those
                  European states involved in a “Coalition of the Willing” to deter Russia and defend
                  European security within and through Ukraine. This is seen as a necessary step towards
                  laying the foundations for a secure Europe, in which Ukraine can enter existing institutions
                  and significantly contribute to the establishment of a more robust European security
                  architecture.
               

               There is still a strong determination to continue the fight for Ukraine’s sovereign
                  existence, regardless of the degree of external support.
               

               Nonetheless, it is important to point out that, despite widespread exhaustion in all
                  spheres of Ukrainian society, there is still a strong determination to continue the
                  fight for Ukraine’s sovereign existence, regardless of the degree of external support.
                  One piece of evidence for this is found in surveys indicating that there is much more
                  opposition to reducing the size of the Ukrainian army than to giving up on membership
                  in NATO or the EU.25 Especially after experiencing a major pro-Russian shift in US policy since the inauguration
                  of Trump in January 2025, Ukraine is increasingly aware of the need to rely on its
                  own resources. This means that further Russian advances into Ukraine will not lead
                  to a situation of a stable takeover. Rather, Ukraine is in the battle for the long
                  haul and is unwilling to accept defeat, with or without foreign assistance. However,
                  the ideal development path for Ukraine remains integration into Western institutions
                  and the joint defence of Europe against Russia, together with NATO and the EU.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               The European Union: “Pax Europeae” with Ukraine but without Russia

               Barbara Lippert

            

            The EU remains a zone of peace, democracy and prosperity in Europe. It adheres to
               the basic principles of international law, particularly those of the Helsinki Final
               Act, which it wants to maintain as the normative basis of Europe’s security order.
               The EU attracts other European states that seek membership in order to escape instability
               and war on the continent. For the first time, EU enlargement has become a geopolitical
               issue. Following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 and the
               uncertainty over the future of the transatlantic security alliance, the EU and its member
               states are having to adapt to imminent security threats. Thus, the EU has changed
               its policy towards both Russia (from cooperation to containment) and Ukraine (from
               association to membership). At the same time, it wants to shape the newly emerging
               security order so that a “Pax Europeae for the 21st century – one that is […] managed
               by Europe itself” can be established.1 The stakes and ambitions are high.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               1989–2022: From unity and peace to division and war

               
                  Dual enlargement and its limits

                  From the end of the East-West conflict in 1989 until 2022, the EU2 saw itself as a cornerstone of Europe’s security order. In post-Wall Europe, the
                     EU capitalised on the peace dividend: Internally, it pushed forward with economic
                     and political integration and more than doubled the number of its members. Beyond
                     its borders it extended its own rules by forging relationships – from cooperation
                     and association to membership – with reform-oriented European neighbours.3 Moreover, the EU champions cooperation in multilateral settings and with or within
                     international, regional and global organisations that share the EU’s own principles.4

                  The Charter of Paris for a New Europe, which heralded a “new era of democracy, peace
                     and unity in Europe” and included the concept of “equal security for all our countries”,5 was more vision than reality in 1990. During that decade, the EU developed its Common
                     Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) against the backdrop of the US’ ongoing commitment
                     to the security of its European allies. Former countries of the Warsaw Pact first
                     joined NATO (from 1998) and then the EU (from 2004). Collective defence was provided
                     by the alliance, not the Union. Throughout this period, the EU contributed both politically
                     and economically to the European security order. Its major assumption was that over
                     time and at different speeds, there would be growing political, economic and societal
                     convergence with EU standards. Peace was seen as the result of shared interests in
                     stability, prosperity and freedom, underpinned by growing interdependence. However,
                     the success of this approach was limited owing to regional and country-specific problems
                     related to the political and socio-economic transformation as well as bilateral and
                     intra-state conflicts. While the EU sought to help resolve ethno-territorial conflicts
                     – for example, in the Southern Caucasus and mostly in cooperation with the OSCE –
                     overall it maintained a low profile in conflict solution and mediation.6

                  Though rightly praised as the most successful foreign policy tool of the EU, enlargement
                     was often wrongly seen as a wholesale substitute for a genuine foreign and security
                     policy7. In order to make a “united and peaceful continent”8 reality, the EU had to acknowledge the key role of the US in European security.9 Accordingly, the Union provided security in a broader sense – as a primarily civilian
                     power without military backup that offered all neighbours market access, funding and
                     dialogue. While the Lisbon Treaty (2008) hails the “historic importance of the ending
                     of the division of the European continent and the need to create firm bases for the
                     construction of the future Europe”, that order was already being steadily eroded.
                     The root cause was Russia’s approach to and intervention in the EU’s neighbourhood.
                  

               

               
                  The “Russia first” policy and Eastern Partnerships

                  In the EU’s approach to the post-Soviet countries, Russia has always been a special
                     case. Even after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, it remained an empire with the
                     mission and posture of a great power. It was also one of the five permanent members
                     of the UN Security Council, a large military (nuclear) power and a country with rich
                     energy resources.
                  

                  With the exception of the Baltic states, the post-Soviet countries were not offered
                     a so-called European perspective. The path to EU membership was open only to Central,
                     Eastern and Southeast European countries. In 1994 the EU concluded partnership and
                     cooperation agreements (PCAs) first with Ukraine and then with Russia. Both countries
                     were of strategic importance, but Russia mattered more to the EU. The PCA with Russia
                     aimed at “promoting the integration of Russia into a wider area of cooperation in
                     Europe”10 and, ultimately, at the establishment of a free trade area between the European Union
                     and Russia. The Common Strategy of the European Union on Russia of June 1999, whose
                     main goal was to ensure consensus within the EU on its Russia policy, envisaged “enabling
                     Russia to integrate into a common economic and social space in Europe”.11 It proposed a framework for a permanent policy and security dialogue designed to
                     “bring interests closer together and to respond jointly to some of the challenges
                     to security on the European continent”.12 But Russia gave the EU and its EU-centric approach the cold shoulder. The Kremlin,
                     which, in effect, was being run by then Prime Minister Vladimir Putin, stated in October
                     1999 that it would seek neither EU membership (which the EU had never contemplated)
                     nor association with the Union for the next decade and that it wanted to secure its
                     full sovereignty.13

                  Tensions between the EU and Russia increased over Putin’s Chechnya policy as well
                     as the Kremlin’s interference in what Russia called its near abroad. Brussels was
                     critical of efforts to establish a Russian centre of gravity alongside that of the
                     EU because it feared this would amount to a hegemonic reconstruction of the Soviet
                     Union.14 Brussels and Moscow took very different approaches to their shared neighbourhood.
                     The EU’s approach was functional: it offered political cooperation and (sectoral)
                     economic integration within the framework of a European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP).
                     Russia’s approach was geopolitical: it aimed at an exclusive sphere of influence.
                     While the EU realised that competition over the integration of neighbouring countries
                     was intensifying, it underestimated Russia’s determination to prevent a pro-Western
                     orientation in Ukraine and elsewhere through hybrid warfare. Still intent on averting
                     any direct disputes with Russia over their shared neighbourhood, the EU opened a separate
                     framework called Eastern Partnership for building stronger relations with six eastern
                     neighbours, including Ukraine as the largest and strategically most important of those
                     states. This “enlargement-lite” approach allowed for “everything but institutions”
                     and thus excluded membership. Despite growing divergences in interests and principles,
                     the EU and Russia agreed to reframe relations through the four “common spaces” (2005).15 However, EU policy towards Russia remained controversial within the Union. Most new
                     members from Central, Eastern and Northern Europe perceived Russia as a revisionist
                     power and threat to the EU.
                  

                  In 2016, the EU began to change its view of Russia and revise its global strategy.

                  In the wake of Russia’s political and military interventions in Georgia in 2008 and
                     in Ukraine in 2013–14, the EU changed its Eastern policy. It abandoned what had been
                     criticised as a “Russia first policy” and treated the six eastern partnership countries
                     as states in their own right. That shift became evident in the so-called five principles,
                     which included boosting ties with Russia’s former Soviet neighbours and strengthening
                     EU resilience to Russian threats.16 In 2016, the EU began to change its view of Russia and revise its global strategy:
                     “Russia’s violation of international law and the destabilisation of Ukraine, on top
                     of protracted conflicts in the wider Black Sea region, have challenged the European
                     security order at its core.”17 Five years later, in 2021, the EU made more assertive statements on its approach
                     towards Russia and presented a new threefold approach: push back against human rights
                     violations and constrain Russia’s attempts to undermine EU interests but at the same
                     time engage with Russia on key challenges.18 However, Chancellor Merkel and President Macron failed to gain support in the European
                     Council for preparing an EU-Russia summit in summer 2021 to explore how to re-engage
                     with Moscow; notably, it was the Baltic states, Sweden and the Netherlands that opposed
                     the initiative.19 Thus, the EU did not give up on diplomacy and cooperation, but nor was it ready to
                     deal with a fait accompli from Russia or to confront Moscow directly. It was not until
                     2022 that the EU fully realised that Russia was turning into an anti-EU actor and
                     becoming the biggest challenge for European security.
                  

               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Watershed moment 2022

               Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 was the watershed moment in the EU’s
                  relations with Russia and Ukraine as well as with its Eastern neighbourhood. It led
                  to a “new security situation in Europe which is a major shift in its strategic environment”.20 The EU underlined that NATO “remains the foundation of collective defence for its
                  members”21 (24 of which are also members of the EU) and that both “transatlantic and EU-NATO
                  cooperation are key to our overall security”.22 At the same time, the EU redoubled its efforts to strengthen and expand the substance
                  of its Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) and the defence capacities of its
                  member states. Three-and-a-half years into the war, the following observations can
                  be made.
               

               
                  EU policy on Russia: Decoupling and containment

                  Russia as a neo-imperialist threat. The EU perceives Russia’s war against Ukraine as the greatest current threat to the
                     European security order. Both President von der Leyen and High Representative Kallas
                     (as well as Borrell before her) refer to Russia as an existential threat more explicitly
                     than do Council statements, which adopt the more diplomatic, agreed formula.23 The common position of the EU (repeated in almost all European Council conclusions)
                     is that Russia is “grossly violating international law and the principles of the UN
                     Charter and undermining European and global security and stability”.24 The prevailing assumption is that Russia continues to act like an empire and thinks
                     in terms of exclusive spheres of influence: “Putin wants Russia to dominate its neighbourhood
                     again. Putin has not given up on Russia’s imperialist ambitions. And that is the problem:
                     Russia is still behaving [like] an empire, and Putin wants to rebuild the empire –
                     be it the Tsar empire or the Soviet empire.”25 In his “Pax Europeae” speech, Commissioner Kubilius approvingly quoted a US scholar
                     who concludes that “Europe can live without Russia, as can the United States. The
                     West can afford to lose Russia, nice as it would be to have a peaceful Russia alongside
                     it.”26 Thus, Kubilius envisions a security order in Europe (Pax Europeae) without Russia.
                  

                  First Kyiv, then Riga or Tallinn? There seem to be different opinions within the EU regarding the likelihood of the
                     domino effect. The implicit thinking is that Russia will not stop once it has the
                     chance to push forward: “Our failure to deter [Russia’s hybrid actions] sends a dangerous
                     signal to any aggressor. Weakness invites them in. That is very clear.”27 This does not necessarily mean that the war against Ukraine is a prototype for Russian
                     troops to invade other neighbouring countries. Several scenarios and likely targets
                     are being discussed; they include provocation and intervention by hybrid means – for
                     example, in the Baltic states.28

                  The EU wants to eliminate any grey zones between Russia and the EU.

                  The EU thinks Russia will remain a revisionist and expansionist power. According to Commissioner von der Leyen, “Russia’s target is not only Donbas, the
                     target is not only Ukraine, the target is the stability in Europe and the whole of
                     the international peace order.”29 For this reason, the EU wants to eliminate any grey zones between Russia and the
                     EU.30 This is a clear indication of a new geopolitical thinking or rhetoric, at least.
                     That is why in spring 2022 Brussels very quickly offered Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova
                     the prospect of future membership. It thereby signalled to Moscow that these countries
                     can belong to the West(ern bloc) if they so wish. The EU shares NATO’s outlook that
                     Russia can be deterred. Today deterrence and readiness are key concepts of the EU’s
                     strategy to counter Russian threats.
                  

                  Sanctions and isolation. The EU sees sanctions as a means of weakening Russia economically and thereby reducing
                     its ability to prolong the war. While it is not pursuing a strategy of regime change,
                     it is seeking to isolate Russia both globally and regionally. At the same time, it
                     welcomes Ukraine’s appeal to countries of the Global South to take a stance if not
                     against Russia, then at least not pro-Russia. Accordingly, the EU thinks that for
                     a long time, its relations with Moscow will be characterised not only by very limited
                     dialogue and contacts but also by mistrust and non-cooperation. The ultimate goal
                     is to contain Russia and confront it where necessary. On the economic front, sanctions
                     and continued decoupling are favoured to minimise the risk of future dependence, not
                     least in energy security. However, some EU governments may push for “normalisation”
                     out of purely economic and commercial (or even political) reasons, beginning with
                     the relaxation of sanctions against Russia and the renewal of bilateral trade and
                     investment.
                  

               

               
                  EU policy on Ukraine: Enlargement and military support

                  The EU’s Ukraine policy – military support, reconstruction assistance and political
                     and socio-economic integration with Europe – is geared towards anchoring Ukraine in
                     the EU as a (would-be) member.
                  

                  Enlargement as containment. In what is a first, the next round of EU enlargement will be aimed at containing
                     Russia and countering the Kremlin’s stated interests and claims. This is in stark
                     contrast with the 2004 “Big Bang” enlargement, when both the EU and NATO sought to
                     implement measures aimed at confidence-building between the West and Moscow and made
                     gestures towards that goal. Along the lines of a more traditional enlargement policy,
                     the EU subscribes to the accession of Ukraine and Moldova but without any short cuts
                     or special membership conditions. Gradual integration is intended to soften the dilemma
                     between the geopolitical urgency to enlarge and the merit-based approach, which makes
                     enlargement conditional on meeting all the obligations of membership. Nonetheless,
                     these countries will face uncertainty over their EU prospects and their security for
                     some time to come.
                  

                  The EU realises that Ukraine is, in effect, already part of the NATO/EU security system.

                  Security cooperation commitments. The EU no longer views Ukraine as a buffer state, as it did at the time of the ENP
                     and the Eastern partnership. It realises that the country is, in effect, already part
                     of the NATO/EU security system. This has serious implications. The first is that security
                     guarantees for Ukraine will be provided either by NATO (through membership or the
                     equivalent of Article 5 of the NATO Treaty) or through a subset of countries willing
                     to deter Russian aggression and defend Ukraine against future attacks from Russia.
                     The EU’s security cooperation agreement with Ukraine of June 2024 does not include
                     an equivalent of Article 5 guarantees or commitments. Instead, it offers a mechanism
                     for swift consultations in the event of future aggression by Russia or other (unnamed)
                     hostile countries, similar to the bilateral agreements Ukraine has signed with individual
                     EU member states. It also refers to the need for NATO and the EU to adopt a comprehensive
                     and coordinated approach in the pre-accession period. And it reaffirms that the EU
                     and its member states are making crucial contributions to “Ukraine’s immediate and
                     long-term security and resilience” through multiple forms of assistance.31 The twenty-six countries that currently form a coalition of the willing have failed
                     to address questions such as the deployment of troops in Ukraine to safeguard a future
                     agreement, despite President von der Leyen’s assertion that the EU has a “clear roadmap”.32

                  Military support and gradual integration. The EU has established and developed a number of mechanisms and instruments to support
                     Ukraine militarily. The European Peace Facility (EPF) is its main mechanism for supplying
                     Ukraine with lethal and non-lethal military equipment; more than half of its current
                     €17 billion budget is earmarked for Ukraine. In addition, the EU has established the
                     Military Assistance Mission in support of Ukraine. Under EUMAM Ukraine, Ukrainian
                     soldiers receive training on EU soil in combined arms combat and the use of Western
                     weapon systems. Furthermore, the Act in Support of Ammunition Production (ASAP), which
                     is part of the EU’s three-track ammunition plan, aims to increase the capacities of
                     arms industries in member states and accelerate the production of ammunition and missiles.
                     Despite its shortcomings, ASAP can be seen as an emblematic project that responds
                     to Ukraine’s imminent needs and, at the same time, strengthens the defence industries
                     of member states through financial commitments. Moreover, Ukraine is granted almost
                     equal treatment with EU member states under the Security Action for Europe (SAFE)
                     instrument, which supports joint defence procurement among EU and partner countries.33 The underlying logic of these various instruments is that Ukraine forms a common
                     security area with the EU (and NATO) and thus should eventually become part of a collective
                     defence system.
                  

                  EU and NATO. The EU and NATO enlargement processes continue to follow their own institutional
                     logics and timetables. Though intended to complement each other, they are not tied
                     at the hip. Currently, there is no NATO membership for Ukraine in sight, which poses
                     a fundamental problem for the EU’s enlargement strategy compared with previous enlargement
                     rounds and the planned enlargement to the Western Balkans. However, beyond the ongoing
                     integration of Ukraine into CFSP policies and programmes, the EU could unilaterally
                     extend its mutual assistance clause (Article 42(7) TEU) and thereby signal its genuine
                     commitment to conducting accession negotiations with Ukraine in good faith.34

               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Conclusions: Contours of a new security order for Europe

               The EU recognises that Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine signifies the collapse
                  of Europe’s cooperative security order, in whose establishment the Union played a
                  pivotal role and from which it derived considerable benefits. Russia is an existential
                  challenge not least because it threatens the functioning and legitimacy of the political
                  order in the EU and its member states through disinformation and hybrid manoeuvres.
                  While the EU is averse to decisions about the formation of a new European security
                  order being made without the direct participation of “Europe”, it is finding it difficult
                  to assert its influence and its role as a significant contributor to the evolving
                  security order. Today, only the initial contours of that new order are evident, along
                  with the blind spots in thinking about it or rolling out what is meant by “Pax Europeae”.
                  Nonetheless, one thing is clear: the EU wants to be the anchor of the future security
                  architecture.
               

               The EU’s capacity to integrate the volatile periphery to the East and Southeast will
                  be a test case for the Union as security provider.
               

               Today it seems that the new European security order will bear many similarities to
                  that of the Cold War era, when bloc politics prevailed. It makes a big difference,
                  however, that the US is now an unreliable and unpredictable actor and no longer the
                  backbone of a free Europe. Moreover, the nature and scope of future US-Russia relations
                  remains uncertain. As evidenced by their provision of military assistance to Ukraine,
                  the EU and its member states are opposed to the establishment of a Russian hegemony
                  – one that extends to the delineation of exclusive spheres of influence within Europe.
                  The EU’s capacity to integrate the volatile periphery to the East and Southeast will
                  be a test case for the Union as security provider.
               

               A critical juncture for the European security order will be when the war in Ukraine
                  ends (and on what terms). Should the US show a preference for aligning with Russian
                  interests and positions rather than those of Ukraine, Europe is likely to face prolonged
                  instability. Such a scenario would give rise to a Europe characterised by levels of
                  security that differ from country to country. It is imperative to consider the potential
                  ramifications of US and Russian actions in the context of any “deal” on a ceasefire
                  or peace talks. Will these nations delineate – or indeed impose – their vision of
                  a new security order in Europe/Eurasia concurrently? There is a strong interest among
                  European leaders (E3/Weimar plus) in having a robust mandate and a functioning mechanism
                  to monitor and control the implementation of an accord on a ceasefire or peace talks.
               

               Now is not the time for the EU to seek an equidistant position between Washington
                  and Moscow. Rather, the priority of most EU members is to maintain the alliance with
                  the US for as long as possible (probably through a far stronger European pillar in
                  NATO). Amid current geopolitical tensions, the prevailing uncertainty will only intensify
                  the pressure on European countries to unite and accelerate efforts to achieve the
                  level of military preparedness needed to become more independent from Washington.
                  During the current transition phase, such efforts are aimed at deterring Russian aggression
                  and ensuring the US remains a presence in Europe. Meanwhile, at least some EU member
                  states could deepen their cooperation/integration and reach out to the UK and other
                  allies to foster European strategic autonomy and sovereignty.35 It would take a quantum leap of faith or even revolution within the EU for the Pax
                  Americana to be replaced by a “Pax Europeae”, which, according to Commissioner von
                  der Leyen, should be “shaped and managed by Europe itself” – hence by an “independent
                  Europe”.36 And it will be challenging for the EU and require daring to try to keep up with the
                  pace and depth of the ongoing changes in and around Europe.
               

               

               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               United Kingdom: Strong Supporter of Ukraine and Leader on European Security Outside
                  the EU
               

               Nicolai von Ondarza

            

            The Russian invasion of Ukraine and the subsequent changes to the European security
               order came at a time when the United Kingdom was seeking to reconfigure its own place
               in Europe. Having formally left the European Union in 2020, London put strong emphasis
               on the UK’s continued relevance for European security in its “Integrated Review 2021”.
               Even at this time, the UK identified Russia as the “most acute threat to our security”,1 despite the document foreseeing an “Indo-Pacific tilt” in response to the intensifying
               geostrategic competition between the US and China. At the same time, the UK’s first
               post-Brexit security strategy was pierced by what one observer called “an EU-shaped
               hole”2: the relevance of the EU as a security actor was completely ignored and the focus
               was turned instead on NATO and improving the UK’s multilateral and bilateral security
               ties across Europe. Nevertheless, London has sought to pressure its European allies
               into providing support for Ukraine, stressing that country’s independence, territorial
               integrity and sovereignty as well as the long-term prospect of its becoming a member
               of NATO and the EU. And since the return of Donald Trump to the White House, the UK
               has played a pivotal role in keeping the US engaged in support of Ukraine and, together
               with France, forming a “coalition of the willing”.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               The UK’s self-perceived role in the European security architecture

               The UK’s response to the Russian invasion of Ukraine has been shaped by three main
                  factors. The first was the domestic political upheavals post-Brexit. Over the past
                  three-and-a-half years, there have been four different prime ministers from two different
                  parties: Boris Johnson, Liz Truss (who lasted less than two months in office) and
                  Rishi Sunak from the Conservative Party and, since July 2024, Keir Starmer from the Labour
                  Party. Each of them made small changes to the priorities of UK foreign and security
                  policy, including with regard to China and, more important for the European security
                  architecture, towards the EU.
               

               When Russia launched its full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the UK’s disentanglement
                  from the EU post-Brexit was at its peak.
               

               The second main factor was the level of UK-EU cooperation and coordination on foreign,
                  security and defence policy. When Russia launched its full-scale invasion of Ukraine,
                  the UK’s disentanglement from the EU post-Brexit was at its peak. The Boris Johnson
                  government had rejected any kind of structural cooperation with the Union on foreign,
                  security and defence policy in the 2020 negotiations on the Trade and Cooperation
                  Agreement (TCA). Instead, it had focused on strengthening its relationship with the
                  US (for example, through the 2021 Australia, US and UK defence partnership [AUKUS]3), its multilateral engagement, particularly in Northern Europe (for example, through
                  the Joint Expeditionary Force [JEF]), and its network of bilateral foreign, security
                  and defence partnerships (including with Poland, Germany and other EU countries4).
               

               After the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the UK government’s approach towards cooperating
                  with the EU on European security changed. Initially, such cooperation was on an ad hoc basis; but later, it intensified over the imposition of sanctions – often via multilateral
                  institutions such as the G7 or in the trilateral format of the US, the EU and the
                  UK – and extended towards other areas. Among other things, the UK (while still under
                  Conservative leadership) requested to join the EU’s Military Mobility initiative,
                  launched under the Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) instrument, and exchanged
                  information with the EU on the training of the Ukrainian armed forces. After the Labour
                  Party had come into power, the United Kingdom aimed to conclude an EU-UK security
                  pact that would provide for deeper cooperation under a wide definition of security.5 At the EU-UK summit in London in May 2025, that goal was achieved with the signing
                  of the Security and Defence Partnership.
               

               In addition to focusing on bilateral formats, NATO and the EU-UK relationship, London
                  turned its sights on the European Political Community (EPC). At first, it was wary
                  about the Macron-led initiative, which it saw as being too close to the EU. That view
                  changed when first Liz Truss and then both the Sunak and Starmer governments embraced
                  the EPC as a framework for informal multilateral contacts aimed at coordinating policy,
                  including on Ukraine. In July 2024, the UK hosted the fourth meeting of the EPC, at which
                  support for Ukraine topped the agenda (alongside migration).6

               Unlike in many other European countries, there is no major political force in the
                  UK questioning support for Ukraine.
               

               The third major factor shaping the UK’s actions has been the internal support for
                  Ukraine and its confrontational stance towards Russia. Boris Johnson’s unequivocal
                  backing of Ukrainian independence and sovereignty was one of the core tenets of his
                  foreign policy, while each of his three successors made a clear commitment upon assuming
                  office to continuing to support Ukraine. Unlike in many other European countries,
                  there is no major – or even minor – political force in the UK questioning support
                  for Ukraine; and that includes Nigel Farage’s Reform UK party, which, despite its
                  leader’s earlier public sympathy for Vladimir Putin, has refrained from criticising
                  the Ukrainian cause owing to the lack of a pro-Russia constituency in the UK.
               

               Indeed, the British public continues to approve military and financial aid for Ukraine:
                  in late 2024, a majority among all the major parties – including Reform UK – believed
                  the UK’s support for Ukraine was right.7 The fundamental drivers for this stance include moral empathy, perceived national
                  interest and historical memory. Britons see the war through a moral lens: a democracy
                  has been attacked by an authoritarian regime, which elicits strong sympathy and a
                  sense of duty to help. But strategic interests play a role, too. According to a recent
                  survey of global attitudes towards the Ukraine war, around three-quarters of the British
                  public believe that standing up to Putin in Ukraine will protect Europe and prevent
                  a wider war; as a result, the UK topped the rankings alongside Poland and the Nordic
                  countries.8

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Supporting an independent and sovereign Ukraine

               On the question of Ukraine’s place in the European security architecture, the UK has
                  consistently supported an independent and sovereign Ukraine that is able to make its
                  own decisions about its security anchoring. That support is evident not least from
                  the military aid provided by London. Although – or perhaps because – it played no
                  direct part in the Minsk negotiations, the UK was one of the few European allies to
                  provide military aid to Ukraine before February 2022. Indeed, the British anti-tank
                  weapons delivered just before the invasion were crucial for Ukraine’s initial repelling
                  of the Russian attack. Together with the US, the UK also provided public intelligence
                  warnings of the invasion as early as November 2021.9 In the early stages of the invasion, the UK was the largest European provider of
                  military aid to Ukraine and on several occasions stood at the forefront of demonstrating
                  willingness to send advanced weapon systems and later Storm Shadow long-range missiles
                  to Ukraine. When British stockpiles eventually began to run low, others stepped up;
                  nonetheless, the UK still ranks second among the Europeans, after Germany, in terms
                  of overall military aid to Ukraine. In terms of GDP, however, UK aid has consistently
                  been surpassed by that of Central and East European countries such as Poland and the
                  Baltics.10 Also significant is the UK-led training initiative for the Ukrainian armed forces,
                  which – set up independently of any EU efforts beginning in 2015 – has provided training
                  to more than 70,000 Ukrainian troops. And in March 2025, London, together with Germany,
                  took over from the US the co-leadership of the group of NATO countries coordinating
                  military aid to Ukraine.11

               At the structural level, the UK gave expression to its ongoing support for Ukraine
                  in the bilateral security agreement signed in January 2024. It was the first G7 country
                  to sign such an agreement following that group’s stated commitment to deepening bilateral
                  security ties with Ukraine.12 Significantly, the agreement is aimed at security cooperation and does not include
                  a mutual defence clause. One year later, the UK (under the Starmer government) and
                  Ukraine signed a 100-year partnership agreement, which is founded on the already established
                  security cooperation and signals London’s long-term willingness to work with Ukraine.13 The agreement was signed in January 2025, so after Donald Trump had been re-elected
                  as US president but before he assumed office.
               

               Together, these two agreements underscore the three main commitments made by the UK
                  as part of its broader position on Ukraine’s place within the European security order.
                  First, building on the foundations of the European and global rules-based order, London
                  remains fully committed to the independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity
                  of Ukraine. To underscore this position, the agreements include references to the
                  UN Charter, the Helsinki Final Act, the Paris Charter and the principle of the inviolability
                  of borders.
               

               Second, the UK has made a clear commitment to the Euro-Atlantic future of Ukraine.
                  Although the UK itself has left the EU, it nonetheless supports Ukraine’s membership
                  of both NATO and the European Union. Within the Atlantic alliance, London has been
                  much more vocal than Washington, Berlin or Paris in insisting that “Ukraine’s rightful
                  place is in NATO”, as Rishi Sunak put it.14 For example, at the NATO summit in Vilnius in 2023, the then British prime minister
                  lobbied for the final summit declaration to state that Ukraine could join the alliance
                  “when Allies agree and conditions are met”.15 UK governments have repeatedly argued that NATO membership would provide the clearest
                  security guarantee for Kyiv and ensure the greatest stability for the European security
                  architecture. In the UK-Ukraine agreements, Ukraine’s NATO membership is described
                  as an “effective contribution to peace and stability in Europe” (Part I [3] of the
                  UK-Ukraine Agreement on Security Cooperation) and its path towards NATO as “irreversible”
                  (Pillar 2 [8] of the UK-Ukraine 100-Year Partnership Agreement).
               

               Third, as regards the long-term future, the partnership agreement does not include
                  a full mutual assistance clause but it does provide for a consultation mechanism “within
                  24 hours” in the event of any future Russian armed attack against Ukraine (Part VIII
                  [2], UK-Ukraine Agreement on Security Cooperation). In such a case, the UK commits
                  itself to providing Ukraine with “swift and sustained security assistance” across
                  all domains and imposing economic sanctions on Russia. While this is not comparable
                  in scope to Article 5 of the NATO treaty, it is nonetheless a far-reaching commitment
                  of support.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Following Trump’s return: UK efforts to keep the Americans on board

               Two aspects are notable in the UK’s response to the changing position of the US approach
                  towards Ukraine and the direct US-Russia talks after Donald Trump returned to the
                  White House. On the one hand, London repeatedly stressed the principle that there
                  should be no talks about Ukraine without Ukraine and no negotiations on European security
                  without the involvement of the Europeans. To this end, it has closely coordinated
                  with major European allies – most notably, France, Germany, Poland, Italy and Spain.16 At the same time, the UK has used its direct links to the White House to try to perform
                  a mediatory or “bridge” function. While EU Europeans may have reservations about this,
                  the British efforts to mediate between the White House and Ukraine following the row
                  between Trump and Zelensky in the Oval Office at the end of February 2025 were notable.17 The UK government has also stressed that Russian aggression should not be rewarded
                  by accepting Russian control over Ukrainian territory. From its point of view, a lasting
                  peace would be possible only if Ukraine is fully involved in the talks and agrees
                  to any substantive changes and Russia is deterred from attacking again.
               

               For the UK, the main aim of the ‘coalition of the willing’ is to get a seat at the
                  table for any negotiations between the US and Russia over the future of Ukraine.
               

               On the other hand, London has assumed a leadership role, together with France, in
                  building a European “coalition of the willing” that aims to eventually help secure
                  a peace agreement. For his part, Starmer has stressed the UK’s willingness to deploy
                  troops in Ukraine, albeit on condition of a US backstop for such a force.18 The exact shape, tasks and conditions for establishing such a force remain open.
                  For the UK government, the main aim of the coalition is to get a seat at the table
                  for any negotiations between the US and Russia over the future of Ukraine. So far,
                  this “convening power” has resulted in a series of high-level summits in Paris and
                  London involving representatives of the EU and NATO as well as Turkey and global partners
                  such as Australia and Canada. It was at these meetings that the leadership role of
                  the UK and France in the coalition was formalised.
               

               So far, these attempts have not proved decisive. Neither the UK nor its partners have
                  been able to convince the Trump administration to put more pressure on Russia. No
                  ceasefire has materialised. In August 2025, the Trump administration hinted at the
                  possibility of a backstop but is not yet part of the coalition of the willing. Although
                  the preparations continue, as long as there is no ceasefire or peace agreement in
                  sight, the coalition of the willing remains a largely theoretical planning exercise
                  – albeit one that aims to become operational as quickly as possible if a ceasefire
                  were to emerge.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Confronting Russia

               The UK’s relations with Russia had been fraught well before the Russian full-scale
                  invasion of Ukraine. In 2018, the UK accused Russia of carrying out an assassination
                  attempt in Salisbury, England, against a former Russian spy and his daughter. Together
                  with its allies, London subsequently imposed sanctions against Russia and expelled
                  a large number of Russian diplomats. Russia responded by expelling an equal number
                  of diplomats from the respective countries.19 Thus, even before February 2022, the British political elite saw Russia as an acute
                  direct threat to both the UK’s interests and its security.20

               Deterrence and containment are the hallmarks of the UK’s approach towards Russia.
                  Whereas London stresses its respect for the people, culture and history of Russia,
                  its stated aim since 2021 has been to actively deter and defend against threats emanating
                  from Russia, including by strengthening East European allies.21 In this context, it specifically mentions Ukraine. In 2023, the UK not only reconfirmed
                  that Russia poses the “most acute direct threat”; it also emphasised that “our collective
                  security now is intrinsically linked to the outcome of the conflict in Ukraine”.22

               This assessment is based on the view that Putin has consolidated an authoritarian,
                  expansionist regime in Russia and has “no genuine interest in peace” unless forced
                  by Ukrainian military strength to take part in serious negotiations. Following Washington’s
                  recent efforts to negotiate a ceasefire, the UK has sought – both publicly and privately
                  – to persuade the US to bring pressure to bear on Russia, stressing the latter’s refusal
                  to accept an unconditional ceasefire.
               

               The UK government currently has no high-level direct diplomatic contact with Russia.
                  While the British embassy in Moscow remains open, its staff has been significantly
                  slimmed down owing to sanctions and counter-sanctions.23 Where contacts exist at the ministerial level – for example in multilateral fora
                  such as the United Nations or the OSCE – the UK government seeks to use them to hold
                  Russia to account.24 And as far as the coalition of the willing is concerned, diplomatic activity is entirely
                  focused on Ukraine, the US and European allies, with no known direct interaction with
                  Russia having taken place so far. For its part, Russia has publicly rejected even
                  the very idea of any military force being deployed by the coalition; and Putin has
                  declared that Western troops in Ukraine would be “legitimate targets” for Russia.25

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Developing the European security architecture

               Overall, the UK’s position on Russia and Ukraine is driven by four main tenets. Despite
                  the political upheavals in Whitehall over the past few years, these tenets have remained
                  remarkably consistent, albeit with minor changes as regards cooperation with the EU
                  post-Brexit.
               

               The first tenet is the definition of Russia as an acute direct threat to both the
                  UK and its allies. Even before the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, London was among
                  the most outspoken of the European allies about Moscow’s actions vis-à-vis Central
                  and Eastern Europe. This is in line with its perception of a European security order
                  geared towards confrontation – one in which the primary interest of the UK and its
                  allies is to deter and defend against Russian aggression. The inclusion of Russia
                  in the European security architecture is regarded as unrealistic, at least for the
                  foreseeable future.
               

               The second tenet is that deterrence is still best provided through NATO and the alliance
                  with the United States. This remains the case under the second Trump administration.
                  As part of its efforts to keep the US engaged in Europe, the UK adopted a “NATO first”
                  approach in its June 2025 Strategic Defence Review. Further, it was a strong supporter
                  of Finland and Sweden joining the alliance and even gave bilateral security guarantees
                  when the process was ongoing (and at one point had stalled). The UK perceives itself
                  as a leader within the European pillar of NATO and is seeking to increase its own
                  defence spending and boost bilateral defence ties with key European allies such as
                  France, Germany, Poland and the North European members of the Joint Expeditionary
                  Force (JEF). It also sees fora such as the European Political Community (EPC) playing
                  an auxiliary role in safeguarding support for Ukraine and deterrence against Russia.
               

               The third tenet is that Ukraine needs strong military, financial and political support
                  so that it can defend its independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity against
                  Russia. The UK strongly supports Ukrainian membership of NATO (and the EU) as a long-term
                  goal to secure Kyiv’s place in the European security order. Though stopping short
                  of a mutual defence clause, its security agreement with Ukraine pledges an immediate
                  response in the event of any future Russian attack and codifies UK support for Ukraine’s
                  NATO membership.
               

               The UK has taken on a twin co-leadership position – in the coordination of military
                  assistance in NATO and in assembling a ‘coalition of the willing’.
               

               Finally, the UK perceives itself as a leading actor in European security, including
                  through its support for Ukraine. As noted above, it has been at the forefront of providing
                  direct military aid to Ukraine, run its own large-scale training programme for the
                  Ukrainian armed forces and been willing to push the boundaries in the provision of
                  new weapon systems to Ukraine. Its twin co-leadership role – together with Germany
                  in the coordination of NATO military assistance for Ukraine and together with France
                  in assembling the coalition of the willing – is aimed at strengthening Ukraine and
                  deterring future Russian aggression, including against NATO member states. The (re-)integration
                  of Russia into a more cooperative European security order is not currently part of
                  its vision.
               

               The UK’s leadership ambitions are threatened on two fronts, however. First, London
                  is struggling to significantly increase its defence funding. Although it is one of
                  the few European NATO allies to have consistently met the target of 2 per cent of
                  GDP, fiscal conditions are currently precarious in the UK. To fund an increase to
                  2.5 per cent by 2027, the government has had to cut development aid by 40 per cent.
                  Further increases towards meeting the new NATO goal of 3.5 per cent of GDP would require
                  hiking taxes, taking on new debt and/or cutting elsewhere – all measures that would
                  be extremely difficult for the UK government to implement. Second, the Trump administration
                  appears to be resisting calls by its European allies to bring pressure to bear on
                  Russia. If the UK wants to play a strong leadership role in European security, it
                  will need to find a balance between its bid to keep the Americans on board and its
                  support for European or even EU-led initiatives.
               

               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               The Nordics: Deterring Russia, Preserving the Transatlantic Link

               Barbara Kunz and Aino Esser

            

            The Nordic countries – Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Denmark1 – are united in their very similar threat perceptions and policy preferences within
               a shared security environment. The aim of this chapter is to explore these commonalities,
               highlighting the Nordics’ perceptions of and approaches to Russia, Ukraine, and the
               future of the European security order. It examines the Nordics’ closely aligned threat
               perceptions of Russia, and how an increasingly confrontational relationship is acknowledged
               as the most likely trajectory for the foreseeable future. In this context, bolstering
               regional security ties and strengthening bilateral security cooperation with the United
               States (US) are among the top priorities for all Nordic countries. Moreover, the analysis
               underscores the Nordics’ unequivocal support for Ukraine as well as the pivotal role
               it occupies in Nordic conceptions of the future European security order. After exploring
               the Nordics’ common security environment and threat perceptions, the chapter examines
               the trajectory of Nordic-Russian relations. From there, it proceeds to analyse Nordic
               takes on Europe’s security order and the role Ukraine should play in it.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               A shared security environment

               The shared security environment of the Nordics encompasses the Baltic Sea Region and
                  the Arctic. These two theatres, although connected, present very different features
                  with distinct military challenges that shape each country’s security debate in slightly
                  different ways. Norway is more focused on the High North, whereas Finland and Sweden’s
                  key concern is security in the Baltic Sea Region. Denmark, given its geographic location
                  and Greenland, has strong security interests in both theatres, in which the common
                  denominator is the challenge posed by Russia – considered by all Nordic countries
                  to be the main threat to their security. A feature that sets Finland and Norway apart
                  from the others is that they share land borders with Russia, which inter alia implies a history of day-to-day cross border cooperation that is different from those
                  of Sweden and Denmark.
               

               What is more, given especially the High North’s significance in global geopolitics,
                  few things in the Arctic are ever “only regional”. Notably, military developments
                  there directly impact strategic stability, primarily due to the significance of the
                  Kola Peninsula to Russia’s nuclear deterrence strategy. This is also what explains
                  the interest of the US in the High North, as early-warning facilities in Greenland
                  are of direct relevance to US homeland security.
               

               As small states with strong small-state identities, the Nordics are acutely aware
                  of the importance of international law. In emphasising their adherence to the international
                  rules-based order, the Nordics see themselves in opposition to not only Russia but
                  also China, which is perceived as a key partner and backer of Russia that is interested
                  in reshaping the rules-based order in its favour and advancing its hegemonic ambitions
                  in Asia.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Russia is the biggest threat, and change is not in sight

               All Nordic countries regard Russia as the biggest threat to their own and Europe’s
                  security, and it is widely viewed as seeking to undermine the European security order.
                  The Russian regime is perceived as aggressive and in pursuit of a sphere of influence.
                  Its war against Ukraine is therefore not considered to “merely” be about Ukraine,
                  but as one element of Russia’s broader hostility against the West, the North Atlantic
                  Treaty Organization (NATO), the US, and Europe.
               

               The present intensity of threat perceptions can be traced back to the annexation of
                  Crimea in 2014, which was a strategic shock to the Nordics, despite heightened concerns
                  since the Georgian War in 2008. The readiness and scale of aggression were unexpected
                  and highlighted especially the vulnerability of the Baltic Sea Region to the military
                  threat posed by Russia. Sweden and Denmark, in particular, which had shifted their
                  focus to expeditionary operations (such as in Afghanistan) at the expense of “traditional”
                  territorial defence in the aftermath of the Cold War, have had to refocus their attention
                  to their immediate neighbourhoods. Nordic threat perceptions reached a new peak with
                  the invasion of Ukraine, leading Finland and Sweden to apply for NATO membership and
                  Denmark to reconsider its opt-out from the European Union (EU)’s Common Security and
                  Defence Policy (CSDP).
               

               In both official analyses and the respective national debates, change for the better
                  is not expected in the foreseeable future. Rather, it is considered likely that the
                  threat posed by Russia will grow. The Nordic countries anticipate an intensification
                  of sabotage and influence campaigns as well as aggressive and threatening behaviour
                  in the short and medium term.2 The risk of a direct military attack is generally perceived as low in the short term3 – chief among the reasons for this assessment is the concentration of Russian forces
                  in Ukraine and the required time it would take to regroup and reinforce them following
                  an end to the hostilities in Ukraine. The Finnish Security and Intelligence Service
                  further cited Russia’s desire to re-establish trade relations with European countries
                  as a barrier to armed conflict.4 Beyond the short term, however, the threat of military conflict is especially prominent
                  in Finnish security debates. Finland’s NATO accession was significantly motivated
                  by fears of renewed territorial transgressions by its neighbour and the possibility
                  of having to face this military threat again, largely with only its own capabilities.5 In addition, Finland’s susceptibility to nuclear coercion was a core consideration.
                  Since 2022, perceptions of Russia’s military threat have remained high, as reflected
                  both in Finland’s most recent defence policy report and in Russia’s increased military
                  presence along Finland’s border.6

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Relations with Russia will be confrontational for the foreseeable future

               Given the threat posed by Russia, attempts to improve relations are not on the agenda,
                  at least as long as President Vladimir Putin is in power. Official Nordic analyses
                  operate on either the explicit or implicit assumption that the current Russian regime
                  is stable.7 For instance, the Danish Defence Intelligence Service highlights the lack of any
                  remaining opposition forces or civil movements that could challenge the current leadership,
                  and the near totality with which Putin’s regime retains its hold on the state apparatus
                  as well as social and economic institutions.
               

               A confrontational approach is now the only serious option being considered for relations
                  with Russia.
               

               In light of Nordic threat perceptions, a confrontational approach is now the only
                  serious option being considered for relations with Russia. No viable short-term improvement
                  of diplomatic relations is being entertained in the official discourse.8 Instead, the emphasis has been first and foremost on holding Russia’s military and
                  political leadership accountable for its violations of international law, notably
                  in Ukraine.9 Deterrence is consequently at the heart of the approaches in all four countries and
                  is planned to be achieved by: building up appropriate military forces, increasing
                  defence cooperation, and investing in societal resilience and decreasing vulnerabilities.
               

               Yet, when it comes to the exact modalities of practising deterrence, there are some
                  differences between Norway, to some extent Denmark, and the other Nordics. Norway
                  has a long-standing tradition of balancing deterrence with military reassurance of
                  Russia – a policy that has been in place since 1949. The main objective is to prevent
                  any actions that Russia may perceive as threatening and require a reaction. Norwegian
                  policies, for instance, used to include restrictions on Allied overflights in Norwegian
                  airspace and activities by foreign forces close to the land border between the two
                  countries.10 Respective guidelines have been adapted continually over the past decades as the
                  security situation has evolved; since 2022, the focus has shifted from reassurance
                  to deterrence. That said, restrictions on nuclear weapons within Norwegian territory
                  in peacetime remain in place, as stated in official Norwegian policy. Norway moreover
                  continues cooperation with Russia in five safety-related areas, inter alia engaging in “classic” risk reduction in the High North (including on a “hotline”
                  between Russia’s Northern Fleet and Norway’s Joint Headquarters that is tested weekly),
                  making it somewhat of an outlier in Europe, where many countries refuse to engage
                  in dialogue. Norway also continues working with Russia in managing fisheries in the
                  Barents Sea.
               

               Like Norway, Denmark has had a tradition of seeking to deter Russia, while also balancing
                  this deterrence by promoting a lowering of tensions.11 Accordingly, Denmark prohibited the stationing of Allied Forces and nuclear weapons
                  on its territory, with the notable exception of Greenland, which houses one of the
                  largest US air bases outside of the US. Since the Russian invasion of Ukraine, however,
                  restrictions have been loosened. For example, the signing of the bilateral Defence
                  Cooperation Agreement between Denmark and the US in late 2023 allows for the stationing
                  of US troops at three mainland Danish air bases.
               

               In contrast, Sweden and Finland explicitly joined NATO without any restrictions, including
                  when it comes to nuclear weapons on their territories. One reason, especially in the
                  case of Finland, is owed to limited strategic depth, which makes geographical limitations
                  on Allied troops rather meaningless. As to nuclear weapons, current Finnish legislation
                  prohibits the transport, manufacture, possession, or detonation of nuclear weapons
                  on Finnish territory. However, President Alexander Stubb has signalled potential changes
                  to the law to allow for effective deterrence, as Russian nuclear coercion was a central
                  concern that motivated Finland’s NATO application.12 These Finnish decisions also need to be seen against the backdrop of forced neutrality
                  during the Cold War (“Finlandisation”) based on a “friendship treaty” with the Soviet
                  Union.
               

               In Sweden, the lack of restrictions has been met with some public debate, as the country
                  traditionally positioned itself against nuclear weapons but has no domestic legislation
                  that would prohibit their stationing, as in Finland. However, the predominant take
                  in the Swedish debate is focused on deterring Russia, and restrictions would be seen
                  as limiting its options in this regard. This is also in line with widespread ideas
                  about Russia being Sweden’s “traditional enemy” – an adversarial relationship that
                  goes back centuries.
               

               None of the countries discussed in this paper has any intentions to resume dialogue
                  with Russia (beyond the limited cooperation that continues between Norway and Russia,
                  as described above). No near-term normalisation of relations is to be expected. President
                  Stubb and Minister of Foreign Affairs Elina Valtonen nevertheless have expressed that
                  a resumption of relations would be desirable in the long term due to the immutability
                  of Finland’s long, shared border with Russia.13 However, any rapprochement has been made contingent upon ending the war in Ukraine.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Preserving, not rethinking the European security architecture

               From a Nordic perspective, the European security architecture is not the problem –
                  Russia seeking to undermine it is. Creating a new European security architecture is
                  therefore not on Nordic agendas. All four countries are therefore best described as
                  status quo forces whose key interest is in deterring Russia. Looking forward, the
                  bandwidth of the Nordic security debate(s) is relatively limited and primarily focused
                  on the respective regional contexts: the Baltic Sea Region and/or the Arctic and the
                  High North. Consequently, there is little discussion of the European security architecture.
               

               Nordic capitals are reluctant to give up on the transatlantic link and the hopes that
                  (security) relations may improve after 2028.
               

               A functioning NATO is still the widely held preference. Given the obvious dependencies
                  on the US, European strategic autonomy continues to be controversial. This is despite
                  broad acceptance of the need for Europe to reduce this dependence and take action
                  to that effect, such as significantly increasing defence spending. Other formats,
                  such as the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe and the European
                  Political Community,14 are not considered serious options when it comes to providing security for the Nordic
                  region and Europe more broadly. Both receive very little attention in current Nordic
                  debates, which are strongly focused on NATO. Even since Donald Trump’s return to the
                  White House, the Nordics have been relatively careful when it comes to drawing (public)
                  conclusions for European security – despite Trump’s threats to “get” Greenland “one
                  way or another”, which directly affects one member of their group. Nordic capitals
                  are highly reluctant to give up on the transatlantic link and the hopes that (security)
                  relations may improve after 2028. These desires also prevent any radical approaches
                  to rethinking the European security order.
               

               Unsurprisingly, therefore, none of the Nordics was ever a proponent of European strategic
                  autonomy in an EU context. Norway (and Iceland) are not EU members, although there
                  are more voices in favour of rethinking this attitude in Norway. Denmark had opted
                  out of the Union’s CSDP until it changed its approach in the aftermath of Russia’s
                  full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Sweden was very much focused on the US, even prior
                  to joining NATO. This also holds true for Finland, which nevertheless showed more
                  interest in initiatives such as France’s to give article 42.7 of the Lisbon Treaty
                  more substance, that is, to clarify the meaning of the mutual defence clause in an
                  EU context. However, since NATO enlargement, the Alliance has been the main multilateral
                  “game in town”. This is illustrated by the EU’s own positioning, for example as described
                  in its March 2025 White Paper on Defence. These developments are in line with Nordic
                  preferences and make the CSDP and the EU more attractive forums for defence cooperation,
                  thereby considerably reducing concerns about duplication and even competition. In
                  sum, the EU is broadly seen as an important forum that is nonetheless secondary to
                  NATO when it comes to security and defence.
               

               Against the backdrop of strong Atlanticist preferences, NATO is thus at the core of
                  the approaches to security by the Nordic countries. Norway and Denmark are founding
                  members of NATO. Finland and Sweden joined the Alliance in the aftermath of Russia’s
                  full-scale invasion in 2022, with high expectations when it comes to enhancing their
                  security, but also a willingness and ability to make significant contributions to
                  the Alliance. In both cases, the decisions to apply for membership should in fact
                  not be seen as U-turns in their approaches to security and defence. Rather, both Finland
                  and Sweden have had long-standing track records of engaging in close cooperation with
                  NATO, which further intensified in the aftermath of Russia’s annexation of Crimea
                  in 2014.
               

               However, the transatlantic security relationship, in a Nordic context, is not only
                  about NATO. All four Nordic countries have strong bilateral ties with the US that
                  have been cultivated over decades. The respective bilateral Defence Cooperation Agreements,
                  all of which have been concluded or updated in recent years, serve as concrete examples.15 Defence industrial cooperation with the US also goes back decades and forms an important
                  basis for close bilateral transatlantic ties.
               

               Another key feature in the approaches taken by the Nordic countries to their security
                  is sub-regional cooperation in various formats: NORDEFCO involves the Nordics, NB8
                  involves the Nordics and the Baltic States, or again the UK-led Joint Expeditionary
                  Force that developed into a highly appreciated forum for cooperation beyond expeditionary
                  operations. Moreover, there is extensive bilateral cooperation among the Nordics themselves,
                  for example among the Finnish and Swedish navies. Russia’s full-scale invasion of
                  Ukraine has triggered heightened interest in regional security cooperation, and NATO
                  accession by Finland and Sweden has removed some long-standing obstacles. As of 2025,
                  Nordic defence cooperation has thus reached unprecedented levels in a variety of fields
                  and settings, and there exists a shared ambition to integrate even further.
               

               This web of deep regional cooperation notwithstanding, and despite the geographic
                  vicinity, Northern Europe does not have a sub-regional security architecture that
                  involves Russia. Existing dialogue formats were never meant to serve as forums for
                  discussions about security (i.e. the Arctic Council, the Council of the Baltic Sea
                  States, and the Barents Euro-Arctic Council), and even non-security-related cooperation
                  has largely been upended by Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine. This is unlikely
                  to change anytime soon.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Ukraine should be fully integrated into the European security architecture

               Although generally focused on their immediate geographic vicinity and the threats
                  faced there, the Nordics’ support for Ukraine and its integration into existing Euro-Atlantic
                  security structures is extremely strong. When it comes to the country’s role in a
                  future European security architecture, they are also aligned in supporting its membership
                  in both the EU and NATO. For instance, in a joint statement on the third anniversary
                  of Russia’s full-scale invasion, the prime ministers and presidents of the eight Nordic
                  and Baltic countries (the so-called NB8, i.e. Iceland, Norway, Sweden, Finland, and
                  Denmark, as well as Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania) and Ukraine declared in February
                  2025: “We also emphasise our unwavering support for Ukraine’s integration into the
                  European Union. We welcome the impressive commitment and reform progress that Ukraine
                  has demonstrated amid Russia’s full-scale military aggression. We fully support Ukraine’s
                  path towards EU membership, including through opening as many clusters as possible,
                  and hopefully all, in 2025. Together, we also continue to support Ukraine on its irreversible
                  path to full Euro-Atlantic integration, including NATO membership.”16

               In the same statement, they underline that “Ukraine should be given strong security
                  guarantees”. None of the Nordic governments has yet come forward with concrete proposals,
                  in particular on how any security guarantees provided for Ukraine can be made credible
                  in order to provide a deterrent effect. Yet, all of the Nordic countries have announced
                  their willingness to be part of a “Coalition of the Willing”.
               

               The Nordic countries stand among the top supporters of Ukraine, as measured by the
                  Ukraine Support Tracker of the Kiel Institute for World Economy.17 Denmark is noted for its total allocations to Ukraine, ranking second when allocations
                  are measured relative to gross domestic product (GDP). The other Nordic countries
                  do not trail far behind, with Finland coming in fifth, Sweden sixth, and Norway seventh
                  for total allocations by GDP. Furthermore, they have all signed 10-year bilateral
                  agreements on security cooperation and long-term support with Ukraine; the agreements
                  were initiated as part of the G7 join declaration of support for Ukraine in 2023.18 While not amounting to security guarantees, these bilateral agreements signal a more
                  robust commitment to Ukrainian defence. The Nordic countries are focusing their efforts
                  in several areas, including by supporting Ukraine’s ammunition production and supply;
                  training military personnel; and strengthening innovation and collaboration in Ukraine’s
                  defence industry.19 A recent example of the latter is financial investments in drone technologies, both
                  in their procurement and development.
               

               The Nordic countries believe a strong Ukraine that can assert itself against Russia
                  is essential for lasting peace in Europe.
               

               In a more long-term perspective, the Nordic countries believe a strong Ukraine that
                  can assert itself against Russia is essential for lasting peace in Europe.20 Ukraine is seen as fighting for the rules-based order and against the assertion of
                  great power politics over the independence and sovereignty of smaller states. In the
                  event of a peace deal between Russia and Ukraine, Danish Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen
                  foresees a Ukrainian army of 500,000 to 1,000,000 soldiers to form Europe’s first
                  line of defence,21 while President Stubb anticipates that Ukraine will take the lead in any future European
                  security arrangement.22 Sustained support for Ukraine should therefore also be viewed as support for the
                  Nordics’ preferred security architecture. The offering of substantial assistance to Ukraine
                  has been among the key foreign policy measures taken by the Nordic countries to prevent
                  Russia from fulfilling its expansionist ambitions and restructuring the European security
                  architecture.
               

               Concomitantly, an end to the war that is unfavourable to Ukraine (e.g. without security
                  guarantees or prevents Ukraine from joining Western security and political arrangements)
                  is seen as vindicating Moscow’s use of military force and raising the threat level
                  for the rest of Europe. In line with this perception, the Nordic countries have made
                  their support for Ukraine one of their top foreign policy priorities – a commitment
                  that is likely to continue beyond current election cycles.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Preserve, invest, defend: Nordic priorities for European security

               With their debates and policies being structured by the threat posed by Russia, the
                  Nordic countries are seeking to preserve the existing European security architecture
                  and putting a strong focus on their immediate neighbourhood: They are investing in
                  their own defence and deepening cooperation with each other (both minilaterally and
                  bilaterally) to strengthen the European pillar of NATO. They are also continuing to
                  work towards preserving close bilateral ties with the US, following a pattern of decades-old
                  cooperation.
               

               Although a broader European dimension is generally lacking in Nordic debates, bringing
                  Ukraine into this existing security order – and notably the EU and NATO – is a declared
                  Nordic priority. This is believed to be the only way to guarantee the country’s security
                  and future in light of an aggressive Russia. Therefore, from a Nordic perspective,
                  supporting Ukraine is equivalent to protecting Europe as a whole.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Poland: Solidifying Europe’s Security Order with Cracks inside the House

               Kai-Olaf Lang

            

            For Poland, Russia has always been an existential issue. After 1989, Poland’s foreign
               policy was considerably shaped by the quest for achieving independence from Russia
               and protection against the potential threats that it posed. Having joined the North
               Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the European Union (EU), Poland tried to export
               and “upload” its threat assessments and its proposals to strengthen European security
               into the discourses, institutions, and policies of the West. But its intentions to
               revive traditional “collective defence NATO”, fortify the Eastern flank of the Alliance
               substantially, and offer the prospect of EU membership to Ukraine were only embraced
               by partners after Russia’s increasing aggressiveness and the full-scale invasion of
               February 2022. Since then, Poland has been calling for the following: a decoupling
               from Russia, the effective defence of NATO and its Eastern periphery, the containment
               of Russia, and support for Ukraine’s sovereignty. It believes Ukraine should join
               the EU and obtain assistance with improving its security and resilience towards Russia.
               However, apart from Russia’s aggressiveness, Poland will have to come to terms with
               uncertainties in transatlantic relations and growing domestic controversies about
               Ukraine.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Russia from a Polish perspective: Neo-imperial revisionism of a declining power

               Throughout most periods in its history, Poland’s assessment of Russia has made it
                  distrustful and sceptical. Hence, it came as no surprise that Poland’s foreign, security,
                  and Eastern policies since 1989 – after Poland had regained its sovereignty – rested
                  on the quest for security and protection from Russia. Apart from fringe movements,
                  all relevant Polish actors tried to anchor Poland in the West in order to pull the
                  country out of Russia’s sphere of influence. Poland’s membership in NATO in 1999 marked
                  its inclusion in the transatlantic solidarity community and particularly the security
                  guarantees on the part of the United States (US), which has always been seen as the
                  only efficient safeguard of the country’s security. Even though Poland went through
                  periods of pragmatism in its approach to Russia,1 conflict and friction were characteristic of the relations between both countries
                  following the end of the Cold War. History, energy, geopolitics, and security policy
                  were the main areas of dispute.2

               One hallmark of Poland’s Eastern policy, called the Jagiellonian approach, has been
                  a permanent source of conflict. Poland put particular emphasis on cooperation with
                  its immediate Eastern neighbours, especially Ukraine, Lithuania, and for quite some
                  time also Belarus. With these nations, Poland has been united in the old Polish-Lithuanian
                  Commonwealth, the Rzeczpospolita.3 Poland’s revitalisation of old cultural, economic, and political ties in a new environment
                  was a nuisance to Russia, since Poland’s efforts also had a strong geostrategic dimension.
                  Poland intended to establish a cordon sanitaire or a cordon démocratique, if not a
                  group of countries that would join the structures of the West.
               

               Moscow considered Warsaw as one of the most important movers and shakers of the existing
                  geopolitical status quo.
               

               With growing integration competition in Eastern Europe between the EU and NATO on
                  the one hand, and Russia on the other hand, Moscow considered Warsaw as one of the
                  most important movers and shakers of the existing geopolitical status quo, which would
                  ensure Russian hegemony in Eastern Europe. At least since the Ukrainian Orange Revolution
                  in 2004 – the year when Poland entered the EU and started to become a key Eastern
                  policy actor in the bloc – for Moscow, Poland has been a challenge to Russia’s ambitions.
                  Most prominently, in 2009 Poland (together with Sweden) co-launched the EU’s “Eastern
                  Partnership”– a cooperative framework for Eastern European and South Caucasus countries.
               

               After Russia’s full-scale invasion, Poland felt vindicated in its pessimism about
                  Russia. Warsaw discerns at least three broader motivations that have shaped, and will
                  continue to shape, Russia’s behaviour.
               

               
                  	
                     First, Russia is seen as a declining power trying to counteract its downfall through
                        neo-imperial revanchism. In this context, Russian revanchism is regarded not only
                        as an effort to control territory, but also an attempt to undo political developments
                        towards democracy and the rule of law as well as to rewrite history in order to delegitimise
                        and weaken Poland internationally.4 The implication for Poland is to “do whatever it takes to not become a Russian colony”.5

                  

                  	
                     Second, Polish politicians, experts, and the public discourse consider Russia to be
                        an aggressive neighbour that does not hesitate to resort to kinetic or non-kinetic
                        means to attack nearby countries – or more broadly the West. Poland sees itself as
                        the target of hybrid warfare from Russia’s closest ally, Belarus. The attack on Ukraine
                        – together with Russia’s armaments programmes and bellicist rhetoric – is seen as
                        proof that Russia is also prepared to attack NATO countries militarily. On various
                        occasions, Prime Minister Donald Tusk has declared that Europe is in a “pre-war era”
                        and must be prepared for a military conflict with Russia.6

                  

                  	
                     Third, looking at expert discourses and assessments, the prevailing Polish point of
                        view is that, in recent years, Russia’s political system has been moving from an authoritarian
                        to a totalitarian mode of governance, or a “neo-totalitarian project”. Moreover, even
                        for a Russia after Vladimir Putin, there is little hope for reforms. It seems instead
                        that anti-Western and “patriotic” narratives, the besieged-fortress effect, and the
                        interests of the military-industrial complex will not only make it difficult to loosen
                        the tight grip on society, but also to turn away from a combative posture in international
                        affairs.
                     

                  

               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               How to deal with a restive Russia: Decouple, contain, and defend!

               Bearing in mind Poland’s assessment of Russia and its broader threat perception, Poland
                  has drawn clear conclusions about how the approach to Russia should look: Decoupling,
                  containment, and defence are the main guidelines of Warsaw’s preferred posture and
                  refer not only to Poland’s foreign and defence policies, but also to Poland’s objectives
                  for what partners in NATO and the EU are supposed to do.
               

               Decoupling means limiting economic and business interactions to a minimum. Notwithstanding
                  some important sectoral interests, for Poland itself, Russia has not been a key trading
                  partner since 1989. However, prior to that, Poland was highly dependent on Russian
                  oil and gas imports. It took the country more than two decades to build infrastructure
                  that would allow it to considerably reduce the share of imports from Russia and finally
                  be free of the country. With the expiration of the so-called Yamal Treaty in late
                  2022, Poland was able to replace gas imports from Russia entirely7 and also ended its oil imports in spring 2023.
               

               Containment from a Polish angle is the attempt to halt Russian expansionism to neighbouring
                  states. Basically, Poland is following the idea of de-imperialising Russia by ensuring
                  geopolitical plurality in Eastern Europe and other areas that once belonged to the
                  Soviet Union or the Tsarist Empire. The case of Belarus and its sliding into subordination
                  under Russian dominance has proved to be both a defeat for Poland (which had tried
                  to counteract the further integration of the neighbouring country with Russia) and
                  a warning signal that Russia can successfully extend its supremacy up to Polish borders:
                  Belarus is not only the source of the weaponisation of migration, but also a potential
                  staging area for military action against NATO members. For Poland the “Brest gate”
                  – the lowlands alongside the border region with Belarus – could be an axis of attack
                  for Russian forces. Moreover, the vicinity of Russia’s Kaliningrad exclave – with
                  its anti-access and area-denial capabilities and potential military action directed
                  at the “Suwałki corridor” (the region around the land border between Poland and Lithuania)
                  – is also a priority challenge for Poland’s defence posture on its Eastern flank.
               

               After Russia’s full-scale attack on Ukraine, Poland altered its security calculus:
                  After a years-long plea for better deterrence, it swiftly began to call for better
                  defence. Russian atrocities in the occupied territories within Ukraine had implications
                  for Poland’s military doctrine: With the help of allies and through its own intensified
                  efforts, potential Russian aggression could be pushed back at the border and not from
                  within its own territory.8 Therefore, Poland appreciated the upgraded deployment of US troops (since the beginning
                  of the war, around 10,000 soldiers), at the same time boosting national defence spending,
                  acquiring new weapon systems, and planning to expand the number of soldiers in the
                  armed forces from 148,000 in 2015 and 205,000 in 2024 to 300,000 by 2030.9 With regard to the Eastern flank of NATO, Poland has been an advocate of substantial
                  reinforcements along the entire vulnerable periphery of the Alliance.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               A sovereign Ukraine as a safeguard against Russian imperialism

               There is no doubt that Ukraine – with its size, its potential, and its place on the
                  map – has always been the cornerstone of Poland’s Eastern policy, and in a way also
                  of Poland’s strategy towards Russia. Poland’s neo-Jagiellonian Eastern policy rested
                  on the existence of a strong, independent, and Western-oriented Ukraine and what was
                  called a “strategic partnership” with Ukraine. It would be an exaggeration to speak
                  of a Warsaw-Kyiv axis, but even before Poland joined NATO and the EU, the country
                  became a sort of “advocate” for Ukraine in the West. During the Orange Revolution,
                  Poland’s president, Aleksander Kwaśniewski, played an important role as a mediator
                  to help try and avoid an escalation of the domestic conflict in Ukraine. After 2014
                  Poland argued for a tough response to Russia’s aggression against Ukraine, whereas
                  it criticised the Minsk Agreements as permissive and indulgent to Russia. The leitmotif
                  of Poland’s approach has always been the effort to ensure geostrategic plurality in
                  the former Soviet space and Eastern Europe, that is, to maintain sovereign states,
                  particularly Ukraine, whose independence is seen as a safeguard against Russian imperialism.10

               Under the current circumstances, maintaining Ukraine’s independence and helping it
                  with its attempts to become a part of the West are particularly relevant. Therefore,
                  from the beginning of the war, Poland has not only been a top humanitarian and political
                  supporter, but also a military backer of Ukraine – swiftly providing substantial weaponry
                  to its neighbour under attack. Poland also signed a new bilateral security agreement
                  with Ukraine in July 2024, which includes promises of military aid and various aspects
                  of defence cooperation. However, it does not entail formal security guarantees.11 In the past, Poland was in favour of Ukraine’s accession to NATO. Although since
                  2022 its position appears to have become more cautious. For example, in the run-up
                  to NATO’s 2024 summit, Poland’s foreign minister, Radosław Sikorski, described an
                  invitation for Ukraine to join NATO as a “complicated affair” and expressed doubts
                  about the readiness of Polish society to accept security guarantees for their neighbour.12

               The longer the war lasts and the more intensive Polish solidarity with Ukraine becomes,
                  the more visible the signs of fatigue and even dissatisfaction in Poland with its
                  Eastern neighbour will be. The hundreds of thousands of Ukrainians in Poland are an
                  important factor for Poland’s economy, but Ukrainian refugees (and to some extent
                  also Ukrainians that had come to Poland before 2022) are becoming less and less popular
                  among Poles. In general, substantial parts of society regard Ukraine and Ukrainians
                  as ungrateful and demanding. Positive opinions about Ukrainians among Poles dropped
                  from almost two-thirds in early 2023 to 55 per cent at the beginning of 2025.13 Moreover, the process of EU enlargement and establishing stronger relations between
                  the EU and Ukraine has had a palpable impact on certain groups in Poland. Farmers
                  and lorry drivers have protested competition from Ukraine after markets were opened
                  to Ukrainian agricultural products and transport services.
               

               The emotional issue regarding the politics of memory plays an increasingly important
                  role. Especially the massacres of Ukrainian nationalists against Polish civilians
                  in Volhynia, Eastern Galicia, and elsewhere during the Second World War have complicated
                  bilateral relations. Karol Nawrocki, who won the Polish presidential elections in
                  June 2025, declared that he did not see Ukraine in NATO or the EU as long as the country
                  does not come to terms with its “very brutal crime against 120,000 Poles”.14

               The Polish government will have to reconcile this “Ukraine fatigue” with the strategic
                  interests of Poland.
               

               Irrespective of these developments, the Polish government and the president will continue
                  to back Ukraine in broad political terms: as a logistical hub for its neighbour; as
                  a diplomatic voice for financial and military support on the part of the EU as well
                  as European and Western states; and as a voice for Ukraine’s security. Poland’s strategic
                  interest in the existence of a sovereign Ukrainian state will continue to be part
                  of the country’s security policy consensus. However, the Polish government will have
                  to reconcile this “Ukraine fatigue” with the strategic interests of Poland.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Reinforcing Europe’s security order: Keeping the US in, enabling Europe, and fortifying
                  an independent Ukraine
               

               Poland has been supportive of strengthening, adapting, and ameliorating the existing
                  security order rather than building a new one. This means deepening (not necessarily
                  broadening, at least not in the short term) NATO, particularly by improving Alliance
                  capabilities and the capacity to swiftly respond through a more effective defence
                  on the Eastern flank and not accepting any restriction on overcoming military asymmetries
                  vis-à-vis Russia. After Poland had argued for a long time that the NATO-Russia founding
                  act had ceased to exist due to Russia’s behaviour, since 2022 Poland has given priority
                  to defence and deterrence over any form of dialogue with – or inclusion of – Russia
                  in multilateral fora. “Peace through strength” also seems to be a guideline for Poland’s
                  strategic outlook. This slogan implies that there will not be any restrictions on
                  its own preparedness for potential aggression from Russia. For example, Poland has
                  decided – together with the Baltic States – to withdraw from the “Ottawa Convention”,
                  which bans the use of anti-personnel landmines. In the common declaration, the four
                  ministers justified their decision, clearly emphasising the spirit of that step: “Our
                  countries are prepared and can use every necessary measure to defend our territory
                  and freedom.”15

               NATO and the US continue to be seen as the main and indispensable security partners
                  for Poland as well as the core element of Europe’s security order. Hence, Poland is
                  interested in maintaining the US as a “European power”. This means that Poland – in
                  its dialogue with the US – is trying to point out what it considers to be the interests
                  of the US in order to maintain its engagement in Europe, arguing that both Russia
                  and China are threats to US primacy, and that both sides of the Atlantic need each
                  other more than ever.16

               At the same time, Poland, which has been traditionally prudent when it comes to EU
                  defence efforts – as they were regarded as a possible way to hollow out transatlantic
                  bonds – now sees added value in these policies. First, a stronger “Europe” in defence
                  matters – be it the “European pillar” of NATO or the security and defence components
                  of the EU – can be used as proof of Europe’s new seriousness regarding relations with
                  the US. Second, the EU can contribute to Poland’s and Europe’s security in a way that
                  NATO cannot – such as making investments in infrastructure, “military mobility”, energy
                  security, and efforts towards societal resilience. New EU financial schemes to bolster
                  European defence production and security in general are particularly attractive for
                  Poland.
               

               Poland certainly does not want to replace the US as the lender of last resort for
                  its or Europe’s security.
               

               Poland certainly does not want to replace the US as the lender of last resort for
                  its or Europe’s security. But Warsaw is consistently establishing new European partnerships
                  for defence cooperation. For example, Poland has ordered modern weapon systems such
                  as air defence systems and three frigates from the United Kingdom. Both sides also
                  intend to conclude a new defence accord.17 In May 2025, Poland and France signed a bilateral treaty that puts the focus on defence
                  and security and could open the path to Polish armaments purchases from France and
                  cooperation in the field of nuclear energy.18 Poland also entertains close ties with the Baltic States and the Northern European
                  countries. At the end of 2024, Poland’s prime minister took part in a meeting of the
                  Nordic-Baltic Eight group. All these countries are like-minded partners, share similar
                  threat perceptions, and have traditionally taken a hard line towards Russia.
               

               Poland’s view on Germany is more ambivalent. Germany’s Zeitenwende – evidenced by the halt to Russian gas imports, the decision to permanently deploy
                  a brigade to Lithuania, and the willingness to increase defence spending – was acknowledged
                  and viewed with hope, yet many in Poland still regard Germany as hesitant (when it
                  comes to arms supplies for Ukraine) and timid. For the time being, bilateral armaments
                  cooperation also remains limited – Poland’s large modernisation deals are with US
                  or Korean companies. Above all, for many Polish observers, there is a risk that, in
                  a post-war situation, Germany might weaken its defence and armaments ambitions and
                  slide back to a politics of compromise and inclusion vis-à-vis Russia.
               

               All of this is intensified by the domestic political divisions in Poland. Whereas
                  the centre-right and centre-left are sceptical of Germany but are encouraging Berlin
                  to assume more leadership and responsibility in Europe, the national-conservative
                  camp considers Germany to be an unreliable rival rather than a partner. Hence, a close
                  relationship between Poland and the US – particularly under the Trump administration
                  – is a necessity and an opportunity, as it can also serve to hedge German influence
                  in Europe. Of course, there are different approaches between the current government
                  and the national-conservative camp (which includes the current president and the main
                  opposition party, Law and Justice). The government prefers a Euro-Atlantic posture
                  that amalgamates strong security ties with the US and the priority for deepened NATO
                  defence on the one hand, and a growing Europeanisation of Polish and European security
                  (not as a substitute, but as a stimulus for transatlantic cooperation) on the other.
                  The national-conservative camp, however, aims at deepening ties with the US, while
                  looking with some hesitance at EU defence efforts, which it sees as an attempt to
                  centralise security policies of member states.
               

               Before the first visit of Poland’s new president to the US at the beginning of September
                  2025 (his first-ever foreign visit as a president), Nawrocki’s security advisor emphasised
                  that Poland’s objective of building one of the strongest European armies will not
                  be possible without making the rotating deployments of US forces permanent. According
                  to his assessment, there is a shared common Polish-American security interest, because
                  “[a] permanent U.S. presence in Poland is essential to protect Europe and strengthen
                  America’s global stance against coordinated adversaries”.19 Given the possible reductions in US troop numbers in Europe, Nawrocki considered
                  it a great success that the American president announced during their bilateral meeting
                  that US soldiers will be staying in Poland, and that the US might even increase their
                  numbers.20 The government was more cautious, arguing that binding commitments will only be made
                  after the Global Force Posture Review defines concrete parameters. Moreover, Donald
                  Trump’s peace initiatives, his inconsistent rhetoric on Russia, the diplomatic engagement
                  of the US with Belarus, and particularly the wavering signals given by the US after
                  the incursion of Russian drones into Poland’s airspace in September 2025 have not
                  reassured adherents of a Euro-Atlantic orientation. This is especially because European
                  allies were quick to condemn Russia’s activities and send reinforcements to Poland
                  and the Eastern flank.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Building a security order that is more European, but not less American

               Poland’s preferred arrangement for a robust and resilient security order in Europe
                  is based on a strengthened and capable NATO with a robust Eastern flank, embedded
                  in strong transatlantic relations and a sustained US military presence in Europe.
                  Poland supports additional European efforts in security and defence that – in an ideal
                  scenario – would reinforce US-European bonds and not dilute them. In practice, Poland’s
                  worries about a possible downgrading of US commitments to European defence have increased,
                  so Warsaw is looking for new partnerships in Europe and a new role for the EU. An
                  indication of Poland’s unease is debates about securing a nuclear shield for Poland.
                  Whereas Poland’s president, Andrzej Duda, was in favour of including Poland in NATO’s
                  “nuclear sharing” programme, others – including Prime Minister Tusk – have expressed
                  interest in French proposals to extend its own nuclear capabilities to protect European
                  allies. Tusk himself declared in March 2025 that anything which is conducive to the
                  better defence of Poland “will be implemented and used”, and that Poland “would be
                  safer if we had our own nuclear arsenal”.21

               As for Ukraine, Poland has taken a rather cautious stance on NATO membership, at the
                  same time emphasising the need for continued political, financial, and military support
                  for their neighbour while – albeit vaguely – arguing for effective security guarantees
                  by the West, if possible with US security backstops. However, Poland leaves no doubt
                  about its position on Ukraine’s accession to the EU, which – due to the rather long-term
                  prospect of Ukraine’s NATO membership – has paramount significance, also for the geopolitical
                  order in Europe.22

               All in all, Russia’s war against Ukraine has made many strategic objectives – for
                  which Poland has fought many years – a reality, or at least achievable: NATO has returned
                  to making collective defence a priority and boosted its engagement on the Eastern
                  flank; Ukraine (and Moldova) is on the EU accession track; and Europe is rediscovering
                  the relevance of geopolitics and defence. However, the combination of longstanding
                  trends in the global outlook of the US – that is, pulling attention and resources
                  away from Europe – and the volatility of the Trump administration are undermining
                  important fundamentals of the old order: While Poland is coming closer towards a Russia-proof
                  European security order, the main pillar of this very order, namely strong transatlantic
                  bonds, has developed some cracks.
               

               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               France: Strengthening Europe to Deter Russia and Become Self-reliant

               Céline Marangé

            

            France’s political and administrative elites have long been deaf to the warnings of
               their Central and Eastern European allies about Vladimir Putin’s bellicosity and imperialism.
               For a long time, Russia was perceived as a key component of the European security
               architecture, given its military might and its status as a permanent member of the
               United Nations Security Council. Engaging Russia was supposed to ensure a balance
               in international relations and foster France’s prestige and autonomy of action.1 The full-scale invasion of Ukraine and the relentless war of attrition that has taken
               place since then has reversed this course dramatically. Russia is now seen in Paris
               as a long-term and acute threat to Europe’s security and France’s stability and democracy.
               Defending Ukraine’s sovereignty and reinforcing Europe’s strategic solidarity appear
               to be the best guarantee for deterring Russia and safeguarding the European security
               order.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               The need for engagement with Russia: A long-standing belief

               For many years, French leaders believed that Russia’s security interests, as defined
                  in Moscow, had to be accommodated. President Jacques Chirac (1995–2007) supported
                  the entry of Russia into the Council of Europe in 1996 and into the G7 in 1997. Before
                  the enlargement of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in 1999, he insisted
                  on setting up a NATO–Russia Council, as he believed that it would help erase the divided
                  line established at Yalta “once and for all”.2 After Putin’s sudden rise to power in 2000, he was keen on mentoring him (Putin was
                  the only foreign head of state to attend Chirac’s funeral in 2019). Out of concern
                  for Moscow, Paris and Berlin later opposed President George W. Bush’s plan to grant
                  a Membership Action Plan to Ukraine and Georgia at the NATO summit in Bucharest in
                  April 2008. A few months later, the war broke out in Georgia. Although it was a wake-up
                  call in Central European capitals, it only reinforced in Paris the idea that Russia
                  “needed to be respected”. President Nicolas Sarkozy (2007–2012) became involved in
                  brokering a ceasefire that was never enforced.3 Soon after, Paris endorsed the Eastern Partnership – the cooperation framework between
                  the European Union (EU) and six post-Soviet countries, promoted by Poland and Sweden
                  – but President Sarkozy remained primarily committed, though unsuccessfully, to advancing
                  the Union for the Mediterranean that he had championed a year earlier.
               

               A first awakening occurred in 2014 after the annexation of Crimea and the destabilisation
                  of the Donbas. Paris agreed to impose sanctions on Russia and exclude it from the
                  G8. After heated debate, President François Hollande (2012–2017) cancelled the delivery
                  of the two Mistral helicopter carriers that President Sarkozy had authorised in 2010, despite sharp
                  criticism from some NATO allies. In line with the policy of engagement, however, he
                  seized the opportunity on the 70th anniversary of D-Day to bring together the Ukrainian
                  and Russian presidents and the German chancellor. Together they set up the “Normandy
                  format”. In February 2015, the four countries concluded the Minsk II Agreements to
                  end the war in the Donbas.4 The war continued, as did the Minsk negotiations, and France continued to oppose
                  the granting of NATO membership to Ukraine and resisted adding any geopolitical or
                  security dimension to the Eastern Partnership.
               

               After President Emmanuel Macron’s election in 2017, a change in approach towards Russia
                  slowly occurred, although the overall strategy of continuing to engage Russia had
                  remained up until February 2022. Ahead of the election, his team had faced, like in
                  the United States (US) in 2016, a hacking attack that had led to embarrassing leaks,
                  while fake news that was intended to damage his reputation surfaced just before election
                  day. A few weeks after his inauguration, he nevertheless invited Putin to Versailles,
                  where an exhibition on “Peter the Great, a Tsar in France” was coincidentally taking
                  place. During the joint press conference following the meeting, Macron abruptly described
                  RT and Sputnik as “agencies of propaganda”, somehow setting the tone for his subsequent
                  “at the same time” policy.
               

               In 2018, Paris reacted weakly to the Skripal poisoning and later sought deconfliction
                  with Russian forces in Syria during the Hamilton operation, which was launched to
                  destroy the chemical weapons of the Bashar al-Assad regime. In August 2019, Macron
                  invited Putin again, this time to the fort of Brégançon, the official summer retreat
                  of French presidents, on the eve of the G7 summit in Biarritz. This unannounced invitation
                  was aimed at favouring a reset, while ensuring that Europe would take part in the
                  envisaged negotiations on arms control, as Paris believed that the American withdrawal
                  from the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, however justified, undermined
                  European security interests.5

               To impose his views on a supposedly sceptical administration, President Macron warned
                  against what he called the “deep state”, presumably hostile to Russia, in a speech
                  at the yearly Ambassadors’ Conference that same month.6 He named Ambassador Pierre Vimont “Special Envoy for the architecture of security and trust with Russia”. This distinguished diplomat, associated with the approach of “constructive engagement”,
                  had just published a report arguing that the crisis of multilateralism should lead
                  towards an effort to “work together to form a security architecture for the entire
                  [European] continent”, notably by “addressing the underlying causes of today’s conflicts”
                  and “reviving the spirit of Helsinki”.7

               However, nothing came of this open-door policy: The Russian negotiators had nothing
                  to offer and made no overtures. It soon became clear that their sole aim was to arouse
                  American interest and sow discord among Europeans, since “for Moscow, the EU does
                  not exist”.8 Macron’s disappointment was soon followed by Putin’s disillusionment. At the Normandy
                  Format Paris summit in December 2019, the Russian president wanted to present himself
                  as a mediator in the conflict between Kyiv and “the DNR and LNR representatives” and
                  win concessions from Volodymyr Zelensky, who had been elected a few months earlier
                  on the promise of ending the war. However, despite the Minsk Agreements, Russia was
                  treated for what it was: a party to the conflict. Putin saw that Zelensky resisted
                  his pressure and that neither Macron nor Merkel had any intentions of forcing him
                  to give in. Franco-Russian meetings in a “2+2” format became less frequent thereafter.
                  Nonetheless, it was still assumed in Paris that channels of communication had to be
                  kept open.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               The shock of the invasion and the end of illusions

               When Moscow presented security demands in the form of two draft treaties with NATO
                  and the US in December 2021, President Macron sought to become involved and avoid
                  war. Russian leaders demanded written guarantees that Ukraine and Georgia would not
                  join NATO, that all Western military aid to Ukraine and military cooperation with
                  NATO countries would cease, and that NATO drills near Russia’s borders would end.
                  They also requested the withdrawal of US nuclear weapons from Europe. Finally, they required NATO to return to “its 1997 borders”, that is, before the
                  enlargements to include the countries of Central and Eastern Europe – which would
                  have meant a complete overhaul of the European security architecture and violated
                  NATO’s founding treaty.
               

               In the weeks leading up to the invasion of Ukraine, the prevailing opinion in French governing circles and among international relations
                  experts was that the Russians were bluffing and using the military build-up on Ukraine’s
                  borders to extract concessions, whereas Americans were exaggerating the threat. Some
                  even suspected the latter of repeating the 2003 hoax that led to the invasion of Iraq.
                  The French intelligence community correctly assessed the state of the Russian army’s
                  preparedness, noting that it did not have the means to occupy the whole of Ukraine,
                  but it wrongly deduced from that premise that the Kremlin had no intention of invading.
               

               The full-scale invasion of February 2022 provided a stinging rebuttal to any potential
                  benefits of engagement. Together with its NATO allies and European partners, Paris
                  immediately took several decisions to support Ukraine and punish Russia. Preparing
                  sanctions in advance made it possible to act swiftly and freeze the assets of the
                  Russian central bank. The French army increased its numbers within NATO’s Enhanced
                  Forward Presence while rapidly deploying troops in Romania and carrying out strategic
                  signalling flights. Since then, Paris has supported, and sometimes driven, EU and
                  NATO initiatives to provide financial and military assistance to Ukraine. At the same
                  time, President Macron’s words and actions have often raised questions in Ukraine
                  and Central Europe. In June 2022, for instance, he declared that we should not “humiliate
                  Russia so that the day the fighting stops, we can build a way out through diplomatic
                  channels”.
               

               Since the invasion, however, French authorities have completely reversed a number
                  of earlier positions. In May 2022, Macron proposed to set up the European Political
                  Community to foster cooperation between countries that share core European values.
                  In June 2022, he energetically supported granting EU candidate country status to Ukraine
                  and Moldova. In June 2023, during the GLOBSEC Forum in Bratislava, he announced his
                  willingness to “change course” and deepen his partnerships with Central European countries.9 In July 2023, at the NATO summit in Vilnius, France showed that it was willing to
                  consider Ukraine’s membership in NATO, while Berlin and Washington opposed the idea.
                  In December 2023, Paris took an active role in convincing hesitant member states to
                  accept opening EU accession negotiations with Ukraine. This change in approach was
                  prompted by the desire to restore France’s credibility in Europe and assert Europe
                  as a geopolitical actor on the international stage.10

               France has also considerably increased its military assistance to Ukraine. Between
                  24 February 2022 and 1 May 2024, France delivered military equipment worth €3.035
                  billion to Ukraine, plus a further €2.1 billion through the European Peace Facility
                  (EPF).11 Among these armaments were surface-to-air missiles and air defence systems, as well
                  as light tanks and CAESAr self-propelled howitzers. The French Armed Forces trained
                  more than 18,000 infantry soldiers in France and Poland, and provided Mirage 2000-5 fighter jets and training to dozens of Ukrainian pilots.
               

               France’s turnaround mainly stemmed from the genuine realisation of the Kremlin’s ultimate
                  goals and brutal ways.
               

               In a nutshell, France’s turnaround was not the result of tactical calculations, as
                  often assumed in Berlin and elsewhere, but mainly stemmed from the genuine realisation
                  of the Kremlin’s ultimate goals and brutal ways. This course should persist at least
                  until the next presidential elections in April 2027. It is worth noting that the president’s
                  positions are in tune with French public opinion, which is steady as regards support
                  to Ukraine. A 2024 survey shows that the French largely subscribe to the Ukrainian
                  contention that “Russia attacked Ukraine for no other reason than an imperialist desire
                  to reconstitute greater Russia, that Ukraine is exercising its legitimate right to
                  defend itself, and it is in fact contributing to the defence of Europe, its values
                  and its democratic system”.12 Another survey carried out in mid-2025 indicates that French society agrees that
                  Moscow poses a threat to EU countries’ sovereignty (72 per cent of respondents believe
                  so), while distrust of Putin is widely shared among the public across the political
                  spectrum, with the exception of the far right (for instance, 79 per cent do not trust
                  him to respect a future ceasefire).13

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               A larger consensus on Russia’s destructive intentions

               Awareness about Russia’s aggressiveness has significantly grown in France. Within
                  government, it is now widely recognised that the Kremlin not only wants to destroy
                  Ukraine – its army, its economy, its ability to exist as an independent and sovereign
                  nation-state – but also to revise the European security architecture and to reshape
                  and “de-Westernise” the international order. Three dangers are identified. First,
                  the risk of a vertical or horizontal escalation is seen as particularly dangerous
                  – albeit, for the former, increasingly unlikely. As France is the only nuclear power
                  among the EU member states, such scenarios imply a specific responsibility for Paris.
                  Second, there are the threats to democracy. Russia has used information warfare and
                  political subversion in Europe to manipulate elections and delegitimise democracy,
                  but also to sow discord and fan the flames of mistrust towards authorities (for instance,
                  recent information attacks targeted the Chief of the Defence Staff and the Chief of
                  Staff of the French Army).
               

               Third, there are the dangers posed by covert and overt operations intended to coerce
                  European leaders, weaken social cohesion in European countries, and undermine France’s
                  position in the world. This includes cyberattacks, sabotage, espionage, arbitrary
                  detention of French nationals, overflights of the territories of allies, and hostile
                  demonstrations against French and allied forces.14 More prosaically, this also materialises through coffins abandoned near the Eiffel
                  Tower, pigs’ heads left outside Paris mosques, and red hands put on the walls of the
                  Holocaust memorial in Paris. Finally, the actions of Russian military companies in
                  sub-Saharan Africa also contributed towards raising the alarm about Russia’s modus operandi.
               

               On the question of what relations should be established with Russia, opinions differ
                  according to political affiliations, but also to the time frame under consideration.
                  Some leading political figures such as Sarkozy continue to believe that an agreement
                  is hypothetically possible.15 Noting that Russia will always be Europe’s neighbour and a nuclear power, they believe
                  that it will be necessary, when the time comes, to restore a “constructive relationship”.
                  Some politicians argue that Russia does not represent a direct military threat to
                  France, only to its neighbours. Others advocate for a negotiated solution, implying
                  a policy of engagement with Russia, speculating for some unspecified reason that it
                  is in Russia’s interest to find a way out of the conflict in Ukraine.
               

               In government, however, the prevailing view is that it is doubtful Putin will end
                  the war in Ukraine unless he is compelled to do so due to a crushed economy or military
                  difficulties, and that, in all cases, he will only increase his policy of confrontation
                  with the West through hybrid means. One also casts doubt on the sustainability of
                  any ceasefire agreement in Ukraine, given the Kremlin’s military relentlessness and
                  maximalist aims, and his rapprochement with North Korea, Iran, and China. In these
                  circumstances, the best option has been so far to enhance Europe’s defence and deterrence
                  capabilities, which means moving forward from a position of strength by reintroducing
                  strategic ambiguity and blurring red lines, maintaining sanctions and increasing economic
                  pressure, and reinforcing the Ukrainian army and Europe’s eastern flanks.
               

               Since the 2024 snap parliamentary election in France, the government coalition can
                  be censured by the far-left and far-right parties if they jointly opt for a no-confidence
                  motion. Prone to anti-liberal stances, these two extremes tend to deny the radical
                  nature of Russia’s intentions, albeit with some new nuances. The France Insoumise and the French Communist Party usually downplay Russia’s responsibilities by blaming
                  NATO and the US for “provoking Russia”. They sometimes ask for a miraculous “peaceful
                  outcome” while, as in Soviet times, advocating for disarmament. The Rassemblement National (National Rally), once an overtly pro-Russia party, now claims that it has “always
                  defended a clear and efficient line of support for Ukraine, victim of an illegal and
                  unjustified war of aggression waged by Russia [which], by violating Ukraine’s territorial
                  sovereignty with impunity, threatens international order, as well as world peace,
                  while constituting a multidimensional threat against France’s interests”.16 Its position remains at best ambiguous, since its voters are often receptive to Russian
                  narratives, and its challenger, Éric Zemmour’s Reconquête, is outright hostile to Ukraine. In general, French far-right populists reject EU
                  and NATO membership for Ukraine, criticise arms shipments, rule out boots on the ground,
                  and call for concessions from Kyiv’s side.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               A defensive posture to strengthen European security

               There may be disagreements in Paris about the danger posed by the Russian regime.
                  There is, however, an agreement on the need to reinforce the existing European security
                  order. No one is calling for a revision of Europe’s security architecture, which would
                  mean reconsidering the role of NATO and the EU in Europe and relinquishing the principles
                  that define the international order and the post–Cold War European security order.
                  For the moment, the priority is to preserve the existing architecture and defend democratic
                  institutions, with an emphasis on Europe’s responsibility and independence from the
                  US.
               

               Since the beginning of Donald Trump’s second term in early 2025, Europeans have faced
                  a twofold challenge. Not only has the US confirmed that it is going to disengage from
                  Europe, but the new American administration seemed to take an illiberal turn and align
                  itself with Russia in early 2025. It voted with Moscow and Pyongyang on a United Nations
                  General Assembly resolution on Ukraine, openly favoured the German far-right party
                  AfD on the eve of the German parliamentary elections, and supported populist pro-conspiracy
                  and anti-EU presidential candidates in Poland and Romania. Therefore, the credibility
                  of NATO Article 5 on collective defence is being called into question, whereas new
                  threats to democratic institutions must be mitigated. These uncertainties are compelling
                  Europeans to increase defence spending and build the capabilities to rely on themselves
                  over the long term.
               

               Paris sees a confirmation of its prior strategic assumptions, notably on the need
                  to reinforce “European strategic autonomy”.
               

               Paris sees in this situation a confirmation of its prior strategic assumptions, notably
                  on the need to reinforce “European strategic autonomy”, which has been a declared
                  French policy objective for many years, and notably a key ambition of President Macron’s
                  since 2017. This approach implies promoting a European pillar within NATO, heightening
                  NATO members’ operational readiness, and building a strong European defence technological
                  and industrial base (DTIB) that includes Ukraine. France is also strengthening its
                  deterrent posture and reopening discussions on extending nuclear deterrence to Europe,
                  while fostering its cooperation with key military partners such as the United Kingdom
                  (UK) and Poland. In July 2025, France and Britain thus decided to deepen their nuclear
                  cooperation and coordination in response to the Russian threat.17

               Finally, Paris also wants to reinforce its autonomy and resilience by accelerating
                  rearmament and relocating some production – particularly of gunpowder and ammunition
                  – and by preventing the Russian secret services and disinformation machine from destabilising
                  the country. Notable initiatives include the creation of Viginum, a department within
                  France’s Secretariat General for National Defence and Security, tasked with detecting,
                  documenting, and publicising foreign interference. Meanwhile, France has maintained
                  some economic ties with Russia. In 2024, Russia accounted for 34 per cent of France’s
                  liquefied natural gas (LNG) import mix, and imports of Russian LNG increased by 81
                  per cent.18 Natural gas represented only 13 per cent of France’s energy mix though.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               A proactive approach to secure Ukraine’s future

               Ukraine is increasingly seen as the first line of defence against Russia. It is generally
                  assumed in Paris that Ukraine’s military defeat would probably fuel Russian expansionism
                  and lead the Kremlin to push its advantage further or test the credibility of Article
                  5. At the same time, it has been clear since the failed counter-offensive of 2023
                  that the Ukrainian army will not be able to reconquer militarily the territories lost
                  since 2014 – a subject long taboo in Ukraine, where this objective had helped cement
                  national cohesion after 2022. Testifying at a public hearing in mid-2023, General
                  Jacques Langlade de Montgros, the director of French military intelligence, declared
                  that “the hypothesis of a status quo on the front line [was] more likely than that of a breakthrough or collapse by one
                  of the two belligerents, given that they [were] so worn down and that the war [was]
                  taking place over a long period of time as well as in a structured strategic depth
                  on both sides”.19 Since then, both warring parties have suffered significant losses and scaled up weapons
                  manufacturing, but Russia has been able to sustain high recruitment levels with a
                  mix of incentives and coercion, and to increase drastically its air attacks against
                  critical infrastructure.
               

               Consequently, French authorities highlight the need to act decisively to preserve
                  Ukraine’s sovereignty. In their view, preventing a military defeat requires a bold
                  strategy to change the unfavourable circumstances that have emerged, both on the battlefield
                  and in the realm of geopolitics. In November 2024, following the US and the UK, they
                  authorised the Ukrainian army to use French long-range missiles to strike military
                  targets in Russia. In February 2025, the incident in the Oval Office with President
                  Zelensky precipitated a debate on security guarantees that led London and Paris to
                  set up a “Coalition of the Willing”. As seen in Paris, the first security guarantee
                  consists in strengthening the Ukrainian army by improving training and enhancing the
                  Ukrainian DTIB. Other guarantees cover air, sea, and land domains: Re-establishing
                  air supremacy over the western part of Ukraine would allow for a resumption of commercial
                  flights and boost the economy; clearing the Black Sea of mines would increase freedom
                  of navigation and facilitate grain exports; and deploying a second-line contingent
                  after a ceasefire would show Europe’s resolve to Washington and deter Moscow from
                  unleashing new massive attacks. In early September 2025, President Macron announced
                  that 26 countries have committed to being part of a “reassurance force” that would
                  guarantee Ukraine’s security after the end of hostilities.
               

               It is notable that support for Ukraine has not eroded in French society since 2022.
                  According to a recent survey, 61 per cent of French people support Ukraine’s gradual
                  integration into NATO, 75 per cent believe that solid security guarantees are necessary
                  for a ceasefire to be respected, and 57 per cent are in favour of France joining the
                  “Coalition of the Willing” to ensure compliance with the ceasefire.20 Still, if French troops were to be deployed in Ukraine, the decision would be taken
                  by the president alone, but a confirmation vote by the National Assembly would be
                  required after four months. Hence, political turmoil and budgetary constraints may
                  impede the leadership that Paris recently showed together with London to guarantee
                  Ukraine’s security in the future.21

               Paris believes that to deter Russia and safeguard Europe, it is of crucial importance
                  to ensure that Ukraine retains its Euro-Atlantic trajectory.
               

               In sum, the significant shifts in France’s approaches towards Russia – from engagement
                  to confrontation – derive from a clear assessment of the Kremlin’s intentions and
                  means. Russia is rearming at a fast pace and could pose a “real threat” to Europe
                  within five years, given its “combat experience, huge mass and capacity for endurance”,
                  as the French Chief of Defence Staff, General Thierry Burkhard, warned before handing
                  over his charge to his successor in summer 2025.22 Paris believes that in order to deter Russia and safeguard Europe, it is of crucial
                  importance to ensure that Ukraine retains its Euro-Atlantic trajectory, and that European
                  countries take greater responsibility for their own security. Therefore, France is
                  striving to reinforce the existing European security architecture, notably by strengthening
                  the European pillar within NATO, advocating for EU strategic autonomy and technological
                  sovereignty, and forging strong bilateral ties with the UK and Poland in the realm
                  of defence.
               

               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Germany: Shifting Away from Russia and towards Ukraine*

               Susan Stewart

            

            Germany has profited enormously from the post–Cold War security order in Europe and
               is therefore finding it difficult to move away from this model. At the same time,
               Berlin has been slowly but surely abandoning its previous “Russia first” approach
               with regard to the Eastern neighbourhood. Starting in 2012 – but intensifying in 2014
               and especially in 2022 after Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine – Germany began
               shifting towards offering increased support for Ukraine and sharper condemnation of
               Russia. This shift remains contested in some spheres of politics, business, and society,
               not least for historical reasons. Nonetheless, Berlin now sees Ukrainian security
               as linked to European security overall, and it perceives Russia as a serious threat
               to that security. In particular, the actions of Donald Trump and his administration
               since January 2025 have given Germany a strong incentive to take on a more substantial
               role in defining and defending security in Europe.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               From “Russia first” to lethal weapons for Ukraine

               In previous decades, Germany was known for its close relationship to Russia and its
                  “Russia first” approach in the Eastern neighbourhood, which not only prioritised relations
                  with Moscow but also often viewed relations with the other countries of the region
                  through a Russian prism. Some of these countries, and Ukraine in particular, were
                  seen primarily as “buffer states” constituting a sort of bridge between the European
                  Union (EU) and Russia. This was reinforced by the fact that Russia was the legal successor
                  state to the USSR. This status is one reason why the Germans projected onto Russia
                  not only gratitude for the relatively smooth transition to a reunified Germany in
                  1989–1990, but also their own guilt for the crimes Germany committed during the Second
                  World War, whereas other post-Soviet states were seen as less relevant.
               

               The hallmark of the German-Russian relationship was cooperation in the energy realm,
                  continuing a tradition that had begun during Soviet times. In particular, the Nord
                  Stream pipelines became symbolic of the closeness between the two countries, and of
                  German willingness to ignore the concerns of partners and allies regarding energy
                  issues.1 It goes without saying that the German Ostpolitik of the 1970s under Willy Brandt
                  left a lasting mark that affects Berlin’s approach to Russia and other post-Soviet
                  republics to this day. However, in recent decades, this phase of Ostpolitik was often
                  idealised, with the cooperative aspects of it being emphasised, while the complementary
                  policy of deterrence – a necessary foundation for the détente-related component of
                  Ostpolitik – was ignored.
               

               However, there was a major shift in policy in 2014 following Russia’s illegal annexation
                  of Crimea, which came as a shock in Berlin and was harshly criticised. As a result,
                  Germany did not just support but actively pushed for the introduction and maintenance
                  of sanctions against Russia. Even if these sanctions look rather inadequate in hindsight,
                  they represented a surprising and significant shift in the German approach at the
                  time. Nonetheless, cooperation in the energy sphere continued, not only because it
                  was strongly supported by many in the then-ruling coalition, but also because Germany’s
                  economy and its planned shift towards renewable sources of energy were predicated
                  on a stable phase in which German businesses could count on affordable imports from
                  Russia, especially of natural gas. Trust in Russia as an energy supplier was high
                  because experience since the 1970s had shown deliveries to be reliable. Due to this
                  long-term cooperation, strong networks had developed and created vested interests
                  in continuing the relationship on both sides – not to mention that Moscow was pursuing
                  geopolitical goals through its energy exports, and therefore had an additional incentive
                  to maintain them.
               

               A mix of criticism, sanctions, and cooperation characterised Germany’s Russia policy
                  prior to February 2022.
               

               Thus a mix of criticism, sanctions, and cooperation characterised Germany’s Russia
                  policy until February 2022. The full-fledged Russian invasion of Ukraine produced
                  another, more significant shift in Berlin’s approach to Moscow. In his Zeitenwende speech at the end of February 2022, then-Chancellor Olaf Scholz declared a major
                  change in priorities, including a much stronger emphasis on hard security and the
                  German Armed Forces. A special financial allocation of €100 billion for defence purposes
                  (the so-called Sondervermögen) was announced.2 Many aspects of the energy relationship with Russia came to an abrupt halt. This
                  was in part because Moscow decided to stop gas deliveries, which Berlin managed to
                  replace surprisingly rapidly, but also because of quick and effective German efforts
                  with regard to oil and coal imports.3 By the spring of 2022, Berlin also began to deliver various types of weapons to Ukraine
                  so that it could defend itself against Russia.4 In addition, Scholz – if reluctantly – agreed to support Ukraine’s application for
                  EU membership, paving the way for Kyiv to receive candidate status in June 2022.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Gradually evolving assumptions about Russia

               Although criticism of Russia in official political circles had increased starting
                  in 2012, especially within the Green Party and parts of the CDU, it was the full-fledged
                  invasion of Ukraine that led German officials and coalition politicians across the
                  board to adopt a new and much harsher approach. This attitude was fuelled by sympathy
                  for Ukraine as a courageous victim of brutal Russian aggression and generated concrete
                  support for Kyiv.
               

               However, not all political actors were prepared to make this shift, and some took
                  longer than others to do so. Despite the urgency of the situation, there was only
                  a gradual ramping up of military support for Ukraine, accompanied by constant debate
                  on what type of support to provide, how much to send, how quickly to do so, etc. This
                  was accompanied by an unprecedented discussion about the inadequate state of the German
                  Armed Forces. In addition, some actors within the ruling coalition – but in particular
                  certain parties in opposition to it – were less willing to criticise Russia and much
                  less inclined to provide Ukraine with military assistance. This latter attitude was
                  especially present in the far-left party Die Linke, while the far-right AfD not only
                  rejected arms deliveries to Ukraine, but also advocated for retaining the energy relationship
                  with Russia.5 In the face of the outbreak of a full-scale war in Europe, the strong pacifist streak
                  in German society made itself felt via demonstrations, in certain media, and in parts
                  of the political sphere. In this situation, political and societal differences between
                  East and West Germany became even more palpable than before, regarding both support
                  for Ukraine and cooperation with the United States (US).6 These differences stem not only from contrasting views about Russia but even more
                  from a strong anti-American sentiment in the east of Germany and a greater degree
                  of scepticism towards democracy.7

               Germany is engaged in supporting Ukraine in the military, financial, political, and
                  humanitarian spheres, as well as with reconstruction.
               

               Despite this mixed picture in the political and societal realms, official policy was
                  to renounce almost all relations with Russia. Together with other actors, Germany
                  engaged in supporting Ukraine in the military, financial, political, and humanitarian
                  spheres as well as with reconstruction. But concerns about provoking Russia, escalating
                  the violence, and becoming a party to the conflict kept Berlin from giving Ukraine
                  its full support. Germany took the US as a point of orientation in this regard and,
                  like the Americans, was worried about the risk of nuclear escalation. There were also
                  concerns about the possible consequences of a total defeat of Russia – the potential
                  disintegration of the country, the destabilisation of Europe, and the danger of nuclear
                  weapons falling into the wrong hands.
               

               The degree to which Ukrainian and European security are linked remained an open question
                  for official Berlin. Numerous experts on European security, as well as some politicians,
                  emphasised the strong likelihood of a Russian kinetic attack on a member of the North
                  Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in the coming years. There was also increasing
                  recognition of the seriousness of Russia’s hybrid attacks – in the cyber realm as
                  well as with regard to the sabotage of infrastructure, such as underwater cables in
                  the Baltic Sea. This has gone hand in hand with a growing awareness about the nature
                  and methods of disinformation (by Russia especially, but also other actors) and their
                  consequences. Underpinning these concerns was an increasingly prevalent belief that
                  Russia is an imperialist and revisionist power that not only intends to gain control
                  over Ukraine (or even to restore the USSR) but also to destroy the way of life in
                  the West – in particular with regard to existing freedoms and democratic values.8

               However, these assumptions have not achieved consensus within German society. Those
                  in favour of restoring relations with Russia have simply been keeping a low profile,
                  for example in the business sector, while others (opposition politicians, some civil
                  society actors) argue against “demonising” Russia.9 German mainstream media, which have consistently described and explained Russia’s
                  aims vis-à-vis Ukraine and the rest of Europe, have been targeted by more Russia-friendly
                  actors as spreading disinformation. Thus, the media sphere has become increasingly
                  fragmented, with a minority of actors advocating for a better relationship with Russia
                  – despite its aggressive and destructive behaviour – and turning to social media and
                  outlets that support this slant. Overall, fears about Russian actions and their potential
                  consequences for Germany are widespread. In December 2024, 65 per cent of Germans
                  were seriously concerned that Russia would attack other European countries beyond
                  Ukraine, and 61 per cent believed that Germany could become directly involved in the
                  war in Ukraine.10 And although support for Ukraine has remained generally high, more nuanced analyses
                  show that the population is divided, with 33 per cent being firm supporters, 33 per
                  cent more reluctant supporters, and 20 per cent “friends of Russia”.11

               In general, the official position during the initial years of the war was to assume
                  that Russia would continue to pursue an aggressive foreign policy and carry out repression
                  internally, at least under the regime of Vladimir Putin. Nonetheless, the underlying
                  idea appeared to be that it was too dangerous to push Moscow beyond a certain point
                  and that, since Russia will remain Europe’s neighbour, it would be necessary to find
                  a modus vivendi that allows for peaceful coexistence, or even certain forms of cooperation.
                  This would entail Russia not “winning” the war, but presumably also not losing in
                  a fashion that could be destabilising for Europe. The question of Russia’s place in
                  a future European security order was generally left open during this period, thereby
                  continuing the more tactical – rather than strategic – crisis management approach
                  that had been pursued since 2014.
               

               However, Chancellor Friedrich Merz seems to be taking a tougher line against Moscow.
                  He has spoken repeatedly about Russia’s hybrid threats against Germany and indicated
                  that “we must fear that Russia will extend its war beyond Ukraine”.12 As a result of what he called “terror against the civilian population” by Russia,
                  the German government decided to lift all restrictions on Ukraine’s use of weapons
                  provided by Germany, including on Russian territory. Berlin also agreed to support
                  the Ukrainian defence industry through joint ventures. More recently, the chancellor
                  came out in favour of a plan proposed by the president of the European Commission,
                  Ursula von der Leyen, to allow Ukraine to utilise frozen Russian assets located in
                  Europe. These statements and actions appear to point to a strengthening of the shift
                  Germany has undertaken in past years towards more determined support for Ukraine and
                  more resolute opposition to Russia. This is indirectly confirmed by the fact that
                  Russian media and officialdom have recently intensified disinformation campaigns against
                  Merz.13

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               A strong attachment to the previous European security architecture

               Germany has reaped tremendous benefits from the status quo ante (prior to the second
                  Trump administration in the US), and therefore has not been inclined to work towards
                  changing it. With the US as the primary security provider for Europe, an emphasis
                  on globalisation and free trade in the international economic sphere, and ongoing
                  opportunities for Berlin to influence decisions within the EU due to the country’s
                  political and economic weight, Germany has experienced decades of positive development.
                  Berlin has also been able to exercise its preference for multilateral formats within
                  the framework that existed up until recently, even if some of those formats (e.g.
                  the United Nations and the OSCE) have been experiencing major difficulties for some
                  time now. As for Russia, until 2022 it was viewed as a difficult but necessary partner,
                  and the idea that European security could not be maintained without Russia was a recurring
                  mantra in Berlin.
               

               Therefore in 2014, despite a significant shift in Germany’s approach to Russia, no
                  desire arose to alter the institutions, values, and policies underpinning European
                  security in any major fashion. Many German politicians remained interested in pursuing
                  the integration of Russia into the European security order, and they believed that
                  this was a feasible goal. After 2014 there was no fully articulated Russia policy,
                  but rather a series of actions in crisis management mode, including the sanctions
                  and the Normandy Format (underpinning the Minsk Agreements), in which Berlin had a
                  major role to play. Furthermore, Germany continued to emphasise the possibility of
                  “selective engagement” with Russia, one of the “five principles” of the EU’s approach
                  to Russia. Civil society contacts between Russia and Germany were also viewed positively
                  and given political backing. Despite Moscow’s clear violations of many principles
                  spelt out in the NATO-Russia Founding Act of 1997, German officials insisted on the
                  necessity of continuing to adhere to this document, indicating their hope that the
                  NATO-Russia relationship could keep developing, and that a link between Russia and
                  the existing security order in Europe could be preserved or even deepened. Arms control
                  initiatives involving Russia were also pursued, notably during Germany’s OSCE Chairpersonship
                  in 2016.
               

               At the same time, discussions about hard security were largely absent in the German
                  context outside of narrow official and expert circles, and even those about other
                  components of security and their relationship to the European security architecture
                  remained rather abstract. In 2023 Germany did produce its first-ever National Security
                  Strategy. Although this was an important milestone, there was concern that the document
                  did not sufficiently prioritise clear and strategic goals in a form that could serve
                  as a useful guide for elaborating future policy steps.14 Indeed, the strategy is rarely cited by politicians as providing the basis for decisions
                  relating to security policy.
               

               Thus, it was not primarily the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine in February
                  2022 that led to serious reflection about the future of (and possible necessary changes
                  in) the European security order, but rather the rhetoric and actions of Trump and
                  his administration in the US starting in January 2025. The Zeitenwende described by Scholz in February 2022 had in many ways failed to materialise. The
                  pronouncements and initial actions of Trump and his team arguably led to a more substantive
                  response because they were seen as having more direct effects on European (and German)
                  security than the war in Ukraine.
               

               The plans for the future do not seem to involve major institutional changes in the
                  European security architecture.
               

               Furthermore, the early parliamentary elections in Germany allowed for a new political
                  start and called forth a strong response regarding the transatlantic relationship
                  and German/European defence. Nonetheless, the plans for the future do not seem to
                  involve major institutional changes in the European security architecture, despite
                  Merz’ characterisation of the current phase as a “change of epochs”, or Epochenbruch.15 Rather, the idea is to invest significantly more in defence and to coordinate security
                  and defence-related decisions much more closely with European partners, instead of
                  altering existing institutions. Thus, the “European pillar” within NATO should be
                  strengthened and bi- or multilateral projects between EU member states should be taken
                  forward. A more meaningful role for the EU in these issues is seen positively, although
                  the involvement of non-EU states such as the United Kingdom (UK) and Norway is also
                  welcomed.
               

               The current coalition agreement between the CDU, CSU, and SPD repeatedly emphasises
                  the clear links between Ukraine’s security and that of the rest of Europe. However,
                  Chancellor Merz has clearly stated that he believes NATO (and EU) membership for Ukraine
                  is possible only once the war has ended.16 Like numerous other countries, Germany has signed a security agreement with Ukraine,
                  meaning that a relationship in this area is foreseen for the long term. The coalition
                  agreement promises stronger support (including in the military sphere) for Ukraine,
                  “so that it [Ukraine] can defend itself against the Russian aggressor effectively
                  and assert itself in negotiations”.17 “Material and political security guarantees” are also mentioned.18 Nonetheless, reticence remains regarding sending troops for a reassurance or deterrence
                  force and providing certain types of weapons, in particular the Taurus missile system.
               

               Despite this hesitation, the German government under Merz has largely abandoned the
                  cautious approach taken by former Chancellor Scholz. Merz has clearly indicated his
                  intention to play a leading role in foreign and security policy, not only through
                  his rhetoric but also by establishing a reformatted National Security Council. His
                  support in coordinating the trip of several European leaders (including himself) to
                  the US to accompany Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky on his visit to the White
                  House in August 2025, as well as his rapid and concrete pledge to join with other
                  NATO partners in purchasing US arms for Ukraine, further confirm this intention. Moreover,
                  with Trump as US president, adopting the American position on Russia and Ukraine has
                  ceased to be a viable option.
               

               Initial actions by the coalition make it clear that Germany will invest significantly
                  more in its military, as well as in defence-related infrastructure. Not only has Berlin
                  signed on to spending 5 per cent of its gross domestic product in these spheres in
                  the NATO context, but the decision by the previous Bundestag to approve €500 billion
                  for expenditures on infrastructure and environmental goals and to release the “debt
                  brake” for defence-related purposes has paved the way for major investments in these
                  areas in the immediate future. However, although this spending is intended to strengthen
                  Europe and demonstrate German willingness to take on added responsibility for European
                  security, the goal is clearly to do so while keeping the US as involved as possible.19

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Conclusion: Increasing linkages between Ukrainian and European security

               Since Germany was essentially satisfied with the previous European security order
                  and Berlin’s role in it, the prevailing inclination is to attempt to modify this construct
                  in order to keep it functional, rather than discarding it in favour of a new security
                  architecture. This approach has become more difficult with the arrival of the second
                  Trump administration, which is not only much less disposed to continue the same level
                  of support for European security (including Ukraine’s), but also represents a fundamental
                  challenge to the values and character of the security order that has existed until
                  very recently. The implications of this for German officials include cooperating more
                  closely with other European powers in order to reduce Europe’s dependence on the US
                  in the security realm. However, since this dependence is likely to persist for some
                  time – despite serious European efforts to advance on this front – the German approach
                  involves attempts at keeping the US on board while engaging more strongly than before,
                  both in various forms of cooperation at the EU level and in coalitions of European
                  states. Potentially, it could also rejuvenate the Franco-German relationship and the
                  Weimar (plus) format, both of which have suffered from difficulties in recent years.
                  Merz’ first two trips abroad – to Paris and Warsaw – confirm this intention.
               

               However, Berlin seems to be entering into these discussions without necessarily having
                  a strategic compass to guide its decisions. In past years, or even decades, German
                  foreign and security policy has suffered from a lack of spaces for strategic thinking.
                  Although some documents with a more strategic focus have recently been produced (not
                  only the National Security Strategy but also a strategy on China), they are not always
                  adequate to underpin policy decisions, especially in a rapidly changing environment.20 The German tendency to orient policy along the lines of US approaches in some areas
                  has also hindered the emergence of independent strategic thinking. Finally, the historical
                  context in which Germany is embedded has made it prone to emphasise multilateral formats
                  and cooperation with other actors, rather than pursue a leadership role – even if
                  there have been exceptions, especially in the economic realm.
               

               The Merz government has established a clear link between Ukrainian and European security.

               The goal of the coalition government under Merz is clearly to overcome these hurdles
                  and position Germany as a strategic actor in the field of European security. He and
                  his foreign and defence ministers have repeatedly characterised Russia as a major
                  threat to Germany and Europe for the foreseeable future, and they have established
                  a clear link between Ukrainian and European security. The conditions are also now
                  in place for major defence spending efforts. Nonetheless, political, bureaucratic,
                  and societal obstacles remain, not to mention the difficulties that the German economy
                  is currently facing, which will influence not only public support for the current
                  government but also Germany’s weight in the European and transatlantic arena. Given
                  the strong tendencies towards multilateralism in Berlin, the positions taken by other
                  key European players, such as France, Poland, and the UK, will be crucial in the ongoing
                  shift of German policy towards a strategic role in a European security architecture
                  that is directed against Russia and includes Ukraine. A defining feature of the Merz
                  government will be the extent to which Germany is successful in playing this role.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Italy: Keeping the US in to Keep Ukraine Going

               Marco Siddi

            

            Russia’s attack against Ukraine on 24 February 2022 upended more than half a century
               of predominantly cooperative Italian-Russian relations. In a similar manner to the
               German Ostpolitik, Italy’s policy towards Moscow had been shaped by trade, energy imports, and political
               dialogue. The dominant view among Italian leaders of all political orientations was
               that a stable European security system could only be achieved with Russia’s inclusion.
               Relations with Ukraine were considered important, particularly given its role as a
               key transit country for Italy’s energy imports, but less strategic than those with
               Russia. The military escalation of February 2022 led to a radical transformation of
               Italy’s stance, which now strives for energy decoupling from Russia, containment of
               its expansionism, and support of Ukraine’s military efforts and statehood. Regarding
               a possible peace deal, Italy currently advocates the preservation of Ukraine’s independence
               with international security guarantees, even if outside the framework of the North
               Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).
            

            While reiterating her support of Ukraine, Meloni has endorsed Trump’s erratic diplomacy
               regarding the Russo-Ukrainian conflict.
            

            Rome prefers to maintain the existing European security order, including a strong
               military presence of the United States (US). Italy has traditionally been favourable
               to a stronger European defence, but the government being led by Prime Minister Giorgia
               Meloni values relations with Donald Trump and is sceptical about the effectiveness
               of a European security order without solid US guarantees. While reiterating her support
               of Ukraine, Meloni has endorsed Trump’s erratic diplomacy regarding the Russo-Ukrainian
               conflict.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Before the “storm”: Italy’s quest of cooperation with Russia and Ukraine

               During the Cold War, Italy was one of the first Western European countries to sign
                  long-term energy supply contracts with the Soviet Union. Supported by Italian banks,
                  several leading Italian businesses such as carmaker FIAT and energy company ENI made
                  large investments in the USSR. Beyond pure profit seeking, these investments were
                  driven by the belief that economic ties contributed to alleviating tensions in relations
                  between the West and the Soviets, and thus had positive repercussions on the political
                  and security spheres.1

               Post–Cold War Italian leaders broadly shared the view that a stable European security
                  architecture could only be achieved with – rather than against or without – Russia.
                  Hence, they were among the most ardent supporters of Russia’s integration into Western
                  structures. This stance was upheld regardless of the political orientation of Italian
                  governments. Silvio Berlusconi (prime minister in 1994–95, 2001–06, and 2008–11) personalised
                  the relationship by developing a close friendship with Vladimir Putin. However, relations
                  were also good under centre-left and centrist governments. After Russia’s annexation
                  of Crimea, Italy aligned with the European Union (EU)’s stance and endorsed sanctions
                  but simultaneously supported energy trade and political ties with Moscow.2

               Prior to 2022, Italian leaders attempted to navigate the tense periods in relations
                  between the West and Russia by seeking to position themselves as mediators and speaking
                  out in favour of maintaining the partnership with Russia. When NATO’s eastern enlargement
                  was decided in the 1990s and early 2000s, Italy was one of the members that qualified
                  its support with the request for a simultaneous upgrade of the Alliance’s relationship
                  with Russia. This position was shared by other members of the Alliance and eventually
                  adopted, paving the way for the establishment of the NATO-Russia Council at the Rome
                  summit in May 2002. Italy also supported the prompt resumption of relations between
                  the EU, NATO, and Russia in the months after the August 2008 war between Russia and
                  Georgia.3

               Italian leaders pursued the role of bridge builders between the West and Russia also
                  after Russia’s annexation of Crimea. Matteo Renzi supported the Franco-German mediation
                  of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict in the Donbas within the Normandy format, and argued
                  that sanctions were a reversible measure intended to bring Russia to the negotiating
                  table. While Italy held the rotating EU presidency in the second half of 2014, Renzi
                  put forward a proposal to solve the Donbas conflict by keeping the region under Ukrainian
                  sovereignty while granting language and minority rights to the Russophone population
                  through an international agreement; the proposal, according to Renzi, was rejected
                  by Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko.4 Under Renzi’s leadership, in 2016, Italy also opposed British and French proposals
                  to impose new EU sanctions on Russia regarding its bombing campaign in Syria. The
                  logic was that Russia should progressively be brought back to the European security
                  system, rather than be alienated further through additional sanctions.5

               The government of the Five Star Movement and the far-right League, in office in 2018–19,
                  adopted clear pro-Moscow rhetoric and viewed Russia as a security partner. Their coalition
                  agreement argued that Russia was “an increasingly important economic and trade partner”
                  and advocated the lifting of EU sanctions. It also stated that Russia “poses no military
                  threat, but is a potential partner for NATO and the EU” and “should be rehabilitated
                  as a strategic interlocutor for the resolution of regional crises (Syria, Libya, Yemen)”.6 These views were shared by only a small minority of members of the Western alliance
                  and did not lead to policy change.7 Nonetheless, Russian leaders reciprocated with recurrent praising of the bilateral
                  friendship and symbolic gestures, most notably the much-publicised airlift of Russian
                  aid to Italy during the early stages of the Covid-19 pandemic, in March 2020.8

               Meanwhile, before 2022, Italian-Ukrainian relations were mostly cordial and focused
                  on economic cooperation. In the 2010s, Italy was the third-largest trade partner of
                  Ukraine within the EU after Germany and Poland, importing mostly metallurgical and
                  agricultural products and exporting primarily machinery and consumer goods.9 Ukraine was also a key transit country for Italian imports of Russian gas. However,
                  due to the strategic energy relationship, market size, and diplomatic and military
                  weight, Russia remained Italy’s main reference in the post-Soviet space.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               From partner to “unfriendly country”

               Italy’s stance on Russia began to harden in 2021, after Mario Draghi assumed the post
                  of prime minister with the support of a broad coalition of parties. In March 2021,
                  the Italian police arrested an Italian navy captain accused of spying on behalf of
                  Russia and expelled two Russian diplomats. The government chose to publicly denounce
                  the case, thereby attracting the attention of the national and international press.
                  However, on broader issues, Draghi initially maintained a cautious stance. In mid-December
                  2021, as Russia was concentrating troops on its border with Ukraine and proposing
                  two new security treaties to the US and NATO, Draghi argued that Moscow was not disengaging
                  from the West, and that Putin wanted “to explore all the possibilities of diplomacy
                  to reach a balanced solution”.10

               Draghi’s position changed radically when Russia launched a large-scale attack on Ukraine
                  in February 2022. In the months following the attack, he played a central role in
                  shaping the EU’s efforts to impose sanctions on Moscow and attempted to reduce Italy’s
                  imports of Russian energy drastically. Noting Rome’s turn towards a pro-Ukrainian
                  stance and full endorsement of EU sanctions, Russia included Italy in a list of “unfriendly
                  countries” – a significant change in rhetoric compared to earlier bilateral relations.11

               At the same time, Italy accompanied its condemnation of Russia and support of Ukraine
                  with an autonomous diplomatic initiative to pursue conflict resolution through negotiations.
                  In May 2022, the Draghi government presented a four-point peace plan to United Nations
                  Secretary-General António Guterres to resolve the conflict. While the plan received
                  little international attention and was soon put aside,12 it is a useful document to understand Italian views on ending the conflict and on
                  the future of European security. The first step in the plan was a ceasefire and the
                  demilitarisation of the front lines. The second step reiterated Ukraine’s neutral
                  status, with its security guaranteed by a group of countries yet to be identified;
                  the details of this part of the plan would be discussed at a peace conference. Thirdly,
                  a bilateral agreement between Russia and Ukraine would clarify the future of Crimea
                  and Donbas and address cultural and language rights and guarantees concerning the
                  free movement of people, goods, and capital. The plan indicated that Crimea and Donbas
                  would have almost complete autonomy, including in questions of defence, but would
                  be part of Ukraine. The fourth point called for a multilateral peace agreement between
                  the EU and Russia that would require a staged withdrawal of Russian troops from Ukraine
                  and the winding down of Western sanctions against Moscow.13

               Some commentators argued that the plan also intended to assuage Italian public opinion,
                  which was largely in favour of seeking a ceasefire from the early stages of the conflict.14 Italian leaders and diplomats knew from the start that their plan had little chance
                  of being accepted, as the Istanbul peace talks between Russia and Ukraine had recently
                  failed, and a new escalatory phase of the conflict had begun. Nonetheless, their “ownership”
                  of the ideas included in the proposal should not be dismissed. The plan revealed that,
                  even in the tense months following Russia’s full‑scale attack on Ukraine, Italian
                  policymakers continued to believe that an end to the conflict could only come through
                  a negotiated ceasefire. They thought that concessions had to be made to Russia, including
                  accepting Ukraine’s neutrality and substantial autonomy for Crimea and the Donbas
                  region. They also maintained the view that Western sanctions should be wound down
                  if Russia implemented astaged military withdrawal from Ukraine.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Responding to allies’ expectations and the domestic debate

               In Italy, several mainstream political parties of different political orientations
                  were sceptical of the Western policy of increasing military support to Ukraine and
                  confronting Russia. This affected Italian leaders’ stance on the conflict and on ways
                  to resolve it. On the one hand, allies expected them to align with the Western stance,
                  which was increasingly shaped by the US and its key role as the main supplier of military
                  aid to Ukraine. On the other hand, they were being pressured domestically by parties
                  that were less critical of Russia and a predominantly pacifist public opinion that
                  supported a diplomatic path to end the conflict.
               

               Draghi’s ardent support of sanctions and military aid to Ukraine was arguably one
                  of the reasons for his government’s demise, particularly as he lost the backing of
                  the League, Berlusconi’s Forza Italia, and the Five Star Movement – parties that were
                  either perceived as pro-Russian (the League and Berlusconi) or as critical of arms
                  supplies being delivered to Ukraine (the Five Stars).15

               Initially, the election of a right-wing coalition government under Meloni’s leadership
                  in October 2022 raised concerns among Italy’s allies about its alignment with Western
                  foreign policy. Not only did her government include the pro-Russian League and Berlusconi,
                  she herself had condemned the EU’s post-2014 sanctions against Russia on several occasions
                  and praised Putin as a defender of European values and Christian identity in her autobiography,
                  published in 2021.16

               Nevertheless, Meloni’s government did not depart from Draghi’s Russia policy. Whereas
                  in 2021 she had stressed the necessity of a diplomatic agreement with Russia and rejected
                  EU sanctions, after the invasion she switched to supporting sanctions, voted in favour
                  of military aid to Ukraine, and advocated ending Italy’s energy dependence on Russia.
                  She also supported Ukraine’s application to join the EU, agreeing to the opening of
                  accession talks in December 2023. She continued to send military support to Ukraine
                  (including the valuable SAMP/T air-defence system) and, together with other G7 countries,
                  signed a bilateral security pact with Kyiv.17 Her government largely mirrored its predecessor’s stance in opposing Russia’s aggression
                  and upholding Ukraine’s sovereignty. Meloni emphasised Italy’s alignment with the
                  EU and NATO on these matters.
               

               Her stance was likely also motivated by her desire to be perceived as “reliable” by
                  transatlantic allies, at a time when Italy was receiving much-needed billions in post-Covid
                  recovery funds from the EU. By aligning with the US and European allies on fundamental
                  security issues, Meloni may have also hoped to obtain a higher threshold of tolerance
                  from the Biden administration and EU leaders on her illiberal domestic policies, including
                  anti-equality measures and restrictions on the freedom of public media. This calculation
                  appears to have worked, as she received praise from her Western allies even while
                  implementing such policies at home.18

               Meloni’s government chose to align with transatlantic allies, despite the ambivalent
                  stance of the Italian public. On the one hand, Moscow’s invasion of Ukraine had a
                  significant impact on Italian public opinion regarding Russia. IPSOS polls showed
                  that, in 2022, 36 per cent of Italians perceived Russia as the greatest global threat,
                  a substantial increase from the 8 per cent recorded in 2021. However, only 32 per
                  cent of Italians supported arms deliveries to Ukraine. A poll from March 2024 revealed
                  that only 45 per cent of Italians supported sanctions against Russia, a decrease from
                  57 per cent a year earlier, while 38 per cent opposed sanctions and 17 per cent remained
                  neutral.19 Meanwhile, a Pew survey showed that 40 per cent of Italians prioritised maintaining
                  access to Russian oil and gas reserves over adopting a confrontational stance towards
                  Moscow.20

               Furthermore, surveys on Italians’ opinions concerning the Russo-Ukrainian war between
                  January 2022 and June 2023 revealed that, while they worried about the conflict, other
                  issues such as climate change, the economic situation, and immigration were perceived
                  as more urgent. A compromise was increasingly seen as the only means of ending the
                  war, while pluralities and sometimes majorities believed that Ukraine should make
                  territorial concessions to Russia.21 Limited approval by the public explains why the Meloni government opted to channel
                  its support to Ukraine by stealth, shrouding military supplies in secrecy. I also
                  publicly opposed Ukraine’s use of weapons provided by Italy against targets on Russian
                  territory.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               An Italian vision of post-conflict European security?

               Overall, Meloni’s and Italy’s positions on how to end the Russian-Ukrainian war and
                  reorganise the European security architecture are constrained by the country’s limited
                  international weight, the positions of more influential allies, and a predominantly
                  pacifist public opinion. Yet, a set of preferences emerges clearly. Italy is keen
                  on preserving the existing security system, which has served the country well; this
                  includes especially the transatlantic alliance and European integration, the two long-standing
                  pillars of Rome’s foreign policy. The desire to pursue both foreign policy vectors
                  – together with Meloni’s ideological proximity to Trump – explains why Italy has tried
                  to defuse recent US-EU tensions and opposed an escalation of tariffs and hostile rhetoric.
                  As Trump persists in treating the EU as an economic adversary, the limits of this
                  strategy are evident.
               

               Meloni subscribed to Trump’s request to raise defence spending to 5 per cent of gross
                  domestic product (GDP) by 2035, despite Italy’s limited spending capabilities (public
                  debt reached 135 per cent of GDP in 2024) and a very critical public opinion. As Italy’s
                  defence budget was 1.5 per cent of GDP in 2024, Italy will need to spend €60–70 billion
                  over the next 10 years to meet the 5 per cent target, and it is unclear where the
                  resources will be found.22 The government has attempted to downplay the issue, arguing that the target is achievable
                  and could be met also by including other existing expenditures (including the coastguard
                  and the financial police) in the defence budget. This casts doubts on the credibility
                  of Italy’s commitment.
               

               Italy is particularly interested in the southern – rather than the eastern – dimension
                  of both NATO and the EU’s external action; the Mediterranean region has long been
                  Rome’s most immediate security concern. While Italian leaders are genuinely concerned
                  about Russia’s use of military force and flagrant violations of international law,
                  it would not be unthinkable for them to make some concessions to Russia with regard
                  to Ukraine if these are conducive to de-escalating the conflict. This partly emerges
                  from Italy’s 2022 peace plan, particularly from the proposal of granting substantial
                  autonomy to Donbas and Crimea.
               

               If the Trump administration is willing to make concessions to Moscow, it is unlikely
                  that Meloni will oppose them.
               

               Meloni’s stance on the war has always revolved around that of the US. If the Trump
                  administration is willing to make concessions to Moscow, it is unlikely that she will
                  oppose them. Indeed, some analysts have noted how Meloni has adjusted her rhetoric
                  on the conflict since Trump’s election.23 Whereas other European leaders have been critical of Trump’s attempts to negotiate
                  with Russia, she has supported the tycoon’s diplomacy. Speaking at the Italian Senate
                  in March 2025, Meloni stated that she “supported Trump’s efforts for peace” and dismissed
                  the proposal of deploying troops of European NATO members to Ukraine as “very complex,
                  risky and ineffectual”.24 She also criticised the EU’s ReArm Europe plan.
               

               Furthermore, Italian leaders do not appear to fully share the same assumptions about
                  Russia’s perennially imperialist and aggressive nature as some of their allies. This
                  theoretically makes it easier for them to endorse a negotiated settlement with Russia.
                  While Meloni has at times used the rhetoric of her more “hawkish” allies – arguing
                  for instance that Italy “counted on Ukraine’s victory” in the war against Russia –
                  she has been far less consistent in her positions, recently stating that she had never
                  used the word “victory”, and that achieving “the necessary deterrence to reach peace”
                  was always her goal.25 Overall, she has been reticent about her views on Russia’s ultimate goals in the
                  war; her statements suggest that negotiations with Russia should be pursued, but Moscow
                  has not been serious about achieving peace so far.
               

               Nonetheless, even since Trump’s election, Meloni has reiterated her “firm and total
                  condemnation of [Russia’s] brutal aggression of Ukraine” and her “utmost support of
                  the Ukrainian people”. She advocated “solid and effective security guarantees for
                  Ukraine, Europe and also our American allies, who cannot afford to sign an easily
                  breachable agreement”.26 Although Meloni did not clarify what kind of security guarantees she envisaged for
                  Ukraine, her rejection of European troop deployments without US participation implies
                  that, for her, US military involvement remains essential to achieving a stable ceasefire.
               

               The Meloni government is sceptical about Europe’s ability to achieve strategic autonomy.

               Likewise, a new European security architecture without or with less US involvement
                  is undesirable for Italy. The Meloni government is sceptical about Europe’s ability
                  to achieve strategic autonomy. This was highlighted by Rome’s decision to seek a deal
                  over the provision of encrypted satellite communications with US company Starlink,
                  despite widespread concerns over Elon Musk’s and the US government’s capacities to
                  control and potentially switch off communications via Starlink.27 Critics argue that no European alternative will ever emerge if EU countries sign
                  up to Starlink.
               

               Finally, the Italian government has sent clear signals to Washington regarding its
                  readiness to cool relations with China in the context of growing US-Chinese strategic
                  competition. In 2024, Rome decided to exit an agreement signed with Beijing in 2019
                  on Italy’s participation in the Belt and Road Initiative. The move was meant to show
                  to Washington that Italy is a reliable and useful ally, rather than just a beneficiary
                  of US security guarantees with a low defence budget. The ultimate goal is to keep
                  the US involved in the European and Mediterranean security system. However, it is
                  questionable if these Italian goodwill gestures will play a role in Washington’s broader
                  and increasingly self-interested geopolitical calculations.
               

               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Turkey: Strategic Ambiguity and Transactional Diplomacy in the Rebuilding of European
                  Security
               

               Sinem Adar and Yaşar Aydın

            

            A confluence of economic, geopolitical, and domestic factors shapes Ankara’s stance
               regarding the war in Ukraine. Since Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 and its
               invasion of Ukraine on various fronts in early 2022, including in Donbas, Ankara has
               been committed to Ukraine’s territorial integrity and national sovereignty. At the
               same time, Turkey has hedged its bets, protected its security and economic interests,
               while being cautious not to confront Russia. Although Moscow is not considered a primary
               threat, Ankara does not view an assertive Russia as being favourable to its interests.
               Enhanced defence and security cooperation with Ukraine is, in this regard, seen as
               a means of containment. Since the end of the Cold War, maintaining the balance of
               power in the Black Sea in Ankara’s favour has been central to Turkey’s Black Sea policy.
               The regional ownership principle and Turkey’s control over the Straits are two pillars
               of this strategy. Convinced that European security is impossible without Ankara’s
               engagement – given the challenges arising from the recalibrated approach of the United
               States (US) to the war in Ukraine under the second Trump administration – Turkey is
               seeking to be actively involved in revising the European security architecture. Turkey’s
               approach to European security remains pragmatic and transactional, focusing on Ankara’s
               economic, security, and regional interests alongside domestic power calculations,
               and it is likely to continue this way in the future.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Black Sea: Regional ownership without Russia?1

               For Ankara, the period following the end of the Cold War was filled with opportunities
                  and anxieties. The fall of the Soviet Union was perceived as a strategic moment to
                  position Turkey as a bridge between the “West” and the “East” and enhance its regional
                  power status. With the backing of its Western allies, particularly the US, Ankara
                  branded itself as a model Muslim democracy for the newly independent states in Central
                  Asia. Already a member of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), Turkey’s
                  integration into European structures – including the Customs Union Agreement with
                  the European Union (EU) in 1995 and its recognition as a candidate for full membership
                  in 1999 – deepened during this period. Ankara was also supportive of both EU and NATO
                  enlargement. Particularly the latter was regarded as essential to maintaining NATO’s
                  relevance for European security against the backdrop of Turkish anxieties about a
                  diminishing role for NATO in the post–Cold War era.
               

               The 1990s – and especially the 2000s – marked a period of regional cooperation for
                  Ankara. In line with the spirit of the time, Turkish policy prioritised economic cooperation,
                  promoting interdependence, transnationalism, and multilateralism as the cornerstones
                  of regional stability. In this context, Ankara also had friendly relations with Moscow
                  and Kyiv. However, changing conflict dynamics in and around the Black Sea in the late
                  2000s made it challenging for Turkey to uphold its regional cooperation policy. For
                  instance, Ankara’s efforts to promote the Caucasus Stability and Cooperation Platform
                  – envisioned to include Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Russia, and Turkey – never materialised
                  after the Russian invasion of Georgia in 2008.
               

               If regional cooperation was one pillar of Turkey’s Black Sea policy in the post–Cold
                  War era, neutrality has been the second. While Turkey promoted Euro-Atlantic integration
                  and simultaneously engaged with Russia through regional initiatives, it was also careful
                  to avoid confrontation, given that Ankara heavily relied, and continues to rely, on
                  Moscow to meet its energy needs. Its long-standing objections under the 1936 Montreux
                  Convention2 to the presence of non-littoral states – particularly the US – in the Black Sea,
                  reflect its efforts to steer clear of conflict with Russia. This is also tied to Ankara’s
                  efforts to maintain the power balance in the Black Sea and confine it to regional
                  dynamics.
               

               Yet, in this regard, Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea was a critical point, as Moscow’s
                  control over the Black Sea significantly altered the balance. Moreover, as the conflict
                  in and around the Black Sea has escalated, the reputational costs of adhering to the
                  Montreux Convention have arguably increased for Ankara, especially in light of requests
                  from its NATO allies, particularly the US, for concessions.3 Regardless, Ankara adhered to its conventional position after Russia invaded Ukraine’s
                  territory on various fronts and prohibited the use of the Turkish Straits by belligerent
                  states for naval traffic.4 Then-Foreign Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu also declared that all littoral and non-littoral
                  countries were discouraged from sending warships through the Straits.5 Accordingly, Turkey denied passage through the Bosporus in December 2023 to two former
                  Royal Navy minehunters that the United Kingdom (UK) had gifted to Ukraine. The following
                  month, Ankara signed an agreement with Romania and Bulgaria – two Black Sea littoral
                  states – to clear floating mines in the region.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Balancing between Russia and the West

               Turkish decision-makers view the war first as a conflict between Ukraine and Russia.
                  Ankara has consistently condemned Russia’s occupation and annexation of Ukrainian
                  territory ever since the Russian invasion of Crimea in 2014. The cultural and historical
                  affinity of Turkey’s ruling elites with the Crimean Tatars in Ukraine and Ankara’s
                  perception of Kyiv as a counterbalancing actor in the Black Sea are what primarily
                  shape Ankara’s commitment to Ukraine’s territorial integrity and sovereignty.
               

               Ankara regards Moscow not only as a potentially dangerous neighbour and a strategic
                  competitor, but also as a counterbalance to its Western allies.
               

               Still, Turkey does not consider Russia to be a primary threat, despite the reference
                  in the June 2025 Hague Summit Declaration of NATO – which Turkey signed – to “the
                  long-term threat posed by Russia to Euro-Atlantic security”.6 Ankara regards Moscow not only as a potentially dangerous neighbour and a strategic
                  competitor, but also as a counterbalance to its Western allies. Upon being asked about
                  Russia’s withdrawal from the Black Sea Grain Initiative, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s comment
                  that he trusts Russia “as much as the West” shows this dual scepticism.7

               In the last decade, Turkey’s relations with its Western allies have deteriorated due
                  to Ankara’s authoritarian turn, unilateral foreign policy, and transactional diplomacy
                  – as was evident, among other things, in Turkey’s foot-dragging over Sweden’s bid
                  for NATO membership. The mistrust predates Erdoğan but has taken a sharp turn under
                  his leadership. Ankara believes that it cannot rely on its Western allies, as was
                  confirmed by the perceived lack of solidarity during the 2016 attempted coup and the
                  US partnership with the People’s Defense Units (YPG) dating back to the period between
                  2014 and 2016 as part of the international coalition against the Islamic State (ISIS)
                  in Syria.8 Russia’s swift post-coup support to Ankara gave Turkey room to manoeuvre in Syria
                  and fostered ongoing transactional cooperation, despite standing on opposing sides
                  in numerous areas of strategic rivalry, including in Syria, Libya, and the Caucasus.
               

               As a reflection of its frustration with its Western allies, primarily the US, and
                  its aspirations to balance relations, Ankara views the war in Ukraine also as one
                  between the West and Russia. Turkey’s general critique of the post–Cold War global
                  order and its advocacy for recalibrating relations between the West and the so-called
                  Global South contribute to this view. In a TV interview aired in October 2022, İbrahim
                  Kalın, then-Spokesperson of the Presidential Office and the current head of the National
                  Intelligence Organisation (MİT), observed that “Russia calls for a new agreement to
                  reconfigure the power balance at the international level with the awareness that the
                  post–Cold War unipolar order does not function.”9

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Hedging economic and security interests with Kyiv and Moscow

               Ankara has economic and security interests with both Kyiv and Moscow.10 Ukraine represents a growing market for Turkish defence exports across land, air,
                  and maritime sectors. Kyiv also contributes to their production. Ukrainian engines
                  power Baykar’s Akıncı and Kızılelma drones.11 Owned by President Erdoğan’s son-in-law and one of Turkey’s largest defence companies,
                  Baykar is also constructing a drone production facility near Kyiv.12 Turkish officials and analysts view the defence relationship with Ukraine as strategic,
                  given that it is not merely limited to exports, but includes co-production and technology
                  development.13 Especially since the Russian invasion of Crimea in 2014, defence and security cooperation
                  between the two countries has become more prominent.
               

               Yet, bilateral relations go far beyond the defence sector. Since the end of the Cold
                  War, trade has been a constant pillar. In early 2022, the two countries signed a free
                  trade agreement, although it has not yet been implemented. Turkish construction companies
                  are active in Ukraine and eyeing reconstruction contracts.14 Ankara also played a central mediating role in the 2022 Black Sea Grain Initiative,
                  facilitating Ukrainian grain exports to global markets. As such, Ankara also promoted
                  itself as a humanitarian actor on the global stage.15 Russia withdrew from the initiative in July 2023.
               

               Moscow is Turkey’s second-largest import partner (after China), supplying natural
                  gas, crude oil, and coal. Bilateral trade between the two countries surged in 2022
                  by nearly 200 per cent, primarily driven by increased energy imports.16 Turkey has refrained from joining the EU’s sanctions regime, adhering instead to its
                  long-standing policy of only implementing sanctions authorised by the United Nations
                  Security Council. Yet, it has also become a “strategic pit stop” for Russian fuel
                  products, enabling Moscow to circumvent sanctions.17 Russia owns, builds, and has the operation rights over Turkey’s first nuclear power
                  plant, which is strategically located in the Mediterranean city of Mersin.18

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Recalibration of Turkish policy vis-à-vis Russia?

               Ankara’s exclusive control over the Dardanelles and the Bosporus, coupled with its
                  NATO membership, has so far enabled Turkey to maintain a degree of flexibility in
                  navigating the space between Russia, Ukraine, and its Western allies. The Montreux
                  Convention has allowed Turkey to maintain a position of power in relation to both
                  its Western allies and Russia. At the same time, NATO membership has permitted Turkey
                  to perform a balancing act between them. Consequently, the expectations in the immediate
                  aftermath of the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 – that this new phase would see
                  Turkey align with its Western allies – did not come to fruition.
               

               On the contrary, relations between Turkey and Russia grew stronger. The struggle for
                  survival among Turkey’s ruling elites may have also played a role in this. Shortly
                  before the 2023 parliamentary and presidential elections in Turkey, Ankara and Moscow
                  reportedly reached a deal that allowed the former to defer payments for a US$600 million
                  natural gas bill to the latter until 2024.19 This deferral eased the pressure on Turkey’s foreign reserves, which had been depleted
                  by Ankara’s insistence on an unorthodox monetary policy. The transfer of US$15 billion
                  of the Russian state corporation Rosatom to its subsidiary in Turkey for the completion
                  of the Akkuyu nuclear power plant in 2022 – along with Vladimir Putin’s offer that
                  same year to make Turkey an energy hub – were also seen by experts as signs of Russia’s
                  support for Erdoğan.20

               Erdoğan and his alliance won the 2023 elections, renewing their mandate to rule the
                  country until 2028. Relations with Russia have since taken on an ambiguous form. A
                  week before Russia’s withdrawal from the Black Sea Grain Initiative in July 2023 and
                  without prior notification to Russia, Ankara returned to Ukraine five Ukrainian commanders
                  of the Azov Regiment who had been held in Turkey as part of a prisoner exchange brokered
                  by Turkey. Ankara approved Sweden’s NATO membership bid a day earlier after postponing
                  it for more than a year. Throughout 2023 and 2024, Turkey-Russia trade volumes declined
                  as US (and UK) sanctions on Russia tightened.21 This decline was partly the result of secondary US sanctions on the Russian state-owned
                  energy corporation Gazprom and partly due to Turkey’s efforts to diversify its energy
                  sources. Recently, Ankara also reached agreements with US companies for liquified
                  natural gas (LNG) supplies. In December 2024, alongside the UK, Turkey was the top
                  destination for US LNG cargoes.22

               Meanwhile, Putin’s planned visit to Turkey in 2023 has not been realised to this day,
                  reportedly because the Russian president demanded to fly to Turkey with Russian fighter
                  jet escorts. Recently, Russia has also questioned Turkey’s neutrality due to its weapon
                  deliveries to Ukraine.23 Lastly, the Astana format – involving Turkey, Russia, and Iran in Syria – effectively
                  came to an end with the fall of Bashar al-Assad after a group of rebels led by Hayat
                  Tahrir al-Sham launched an offensive in December of 2024.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Trump 2: Paradigm shift for Turkey?

               Whether this series of events indicates a recalibration of Turkish policy towards
                  Russia remains unclear. Ankara’s cautious approach in not overtly confronting Russia,
                  combined with its balancing act between Moscow and its Western allies, serves to maintain
                  its regional power status and is structural. Yet, the regime’s efforts to shape Turkish
                  foreign and security policy for its own survival should not be overlooked. The authoritarian
                  turn in the political system fosters a blatantly transactional attitude. In the face
                  of an economic crisis and having reached the limits of its ambitions to develop an
                  autonomous defence industry, it is no coincidence that Ankara has been seeking to
                  improve its relations with its Western allies, particularly the US, since the 2023
                  elections. The EU is Turkey’s largest export partner, and Ankara still needs its Western
                  allies to procure high-technology and economies-of-scale defence industry components.24

               Against this backdrop, Ankara sees both opportunities and risks in the Trump administration’s
                  approach to the war in Ukraine. On the one hand, Washington’s determination to end
                  the conflict is welcomed and viewed as a chance to eliminate the “mentality inherited
                  from the Cold War based on hostility between the US and Russia”.25 Turkish officials have reiterated their offer to host negotiations,26 emphasising their familiarity with Russia’s and Ukraine’s positions. Experts close
                  to the Turkish government expect that a peace agreement between Ukraine and Russia
                  would not only enhance Turkey’s prestige, but also bring significant economic benefits,
                  particularly by positioning Turkey as a key energy corridor between Central Asia,
                  the Caucasus, the Middle East, and Europe.
               

               On the other hand, Washington’s asymmetrical approach27 to Russia might risk disrupting Turkey’s long-standing efforts to ensure a balanced
                  power configuration in the Black Sea. Despite Ankara’s criticism of the international
                  order, it is unclear how much Turkey would welcome a revisionist upheaval steered
                  by the US (and Russia). Especially in the Black Sea, Turkey is inherently a status quo actor.
               

               In addition, given NATO’s centrality to Turkey’s security identity and geopolitical
                  posturing, any future scenario that sees NATO weakened is a sufficient reason for
                  Ankara to be worried. Turkish Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan described the shift in US
                  policy as a “wake-up call for us [Europeans] to unite and design our own centre of
                  gravity”.28 He added that Turkey would want to be part of “a new European security architecture
                  if NATO unravels”.29

               Ankara seeks a seat at the table and aims to actively shape the revision of the European
                  security architecture.
               

               In fact, statements by Turkish officials emphasising EU membership as a strategic
                  priority for Turkey or questioning Europe’s “ability to maintain security without
                  Turkey”30 likely stem from anxiety about being left out. At the same time, the Turkish leadership
                  considers itself to be in a favourable position – not least because of the geopolitical
                  imperatives of the Trump administration. Convinced that European security is impossible
                  without its engagement, Ankara seeks a seat at the table and aims to actively shape
                  the revision of the European security architecture along three dimensions: a) maintaining
                  NATO’s relevance, b) enhancing defence and security cooperation with the EU in an
                  institutionalised manner, and c) participating in European defence industry initiatives
                  and frameworks.31 Ankara has also shown interest in providing security guarantees to Ukraine – including
                  the deployment of a peacekeeping force – should there be a comprehensive peace agreement
                  with Russia. In principle, Ankara supports Ukraine’s NATO membership while calling
                  for a “realistic approach”.32

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Conclusion: A flexible partner in flux?

               Even though it is unlikely that Turkey can still mediate between Kyiv and Moscow,
                  the Trump administration’s haste in pressuring Ukraine into ending the war, its efforts
                  to normalise relations with Russia, and its calls for Europeans to assume greater
                  responsibility for their own security – and that of Ukraine – have certainly brought
                  Turkey back into the European debate on the future of the European security architecture.
                  In February 2025 Ankara joined the London Summit of the “Coalition of the Willing”,
                  an initiative proposed by the UK and France to strengthen support for Ukraine, including
                  participating in a peacekeeping mission, provided it is based on a framework agreed
                  upon by both parties. Turkey also reportedly declared its willingness to “assume responsibility
                  for the maritime dimension” of a multinational military deployment in Ukraine.33

               As NATO’s second-largest army and the state with the longest coastline on the Black
                  Sea, Turkey plays a strategic role. Its control over the access of warships to the
                  Black Sea in times of war, as stipulated in the Montreux Convention, further underscores
                  its significance. Turkey’s growing defence industry – particularly its competitive
                  edge in ammunition and unmanned aerial vehicles34 – and its defence ties with various EU member states and Ukraine add to Ankara’s
                  relevance in discussions over a revised European security architecture.
               

               Still, marked by strategic ambiguity and transactional diplomacy, Turkey is positioning
                  itself as a pragmatic actor rather than a predictable ally in the evolving European
                  security architecture. Although Ankara has aligned with NATO on key issues, such as
                  supporting Ukraine’s territorial integrity and facilitating grain exports, and is
                  a loyal contributor to NATO missions, it has simultaneously deepened its economic
                  and energy ties with Moscow. This dual-track approach allows Turkey, to a certain
                  extent, to preserve its autonomy, leverage its geostrategic value, and extract concessions
                  from both sides. As European security continues to be reshaped, Turkey is more likely
                  to act as a flexible, interest-driven partner than an outright veto player. Notably,
                  there has been limited domestic debate in Turkey over whether Russia should be integrated
                  into or excluded from a future European security framework. Ultimately, Ankara’s willingness
                  to cooperate will depend less on shared values than on the extent to which the calculations
                  about its economic, security, and regional influence are accommodated.
               

               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Slovakia: One Country, Two Approaches to European Security

               Tomáš Strážay

            

            The escalation of Russia’s aggression against Ukraine in February 2022 and consequent
               developments have significantly weakened the consensus on foreign and security policy
               priorities in Slovakia. Instead of one voice, two distinct approaches to security
               and defence policy have emerged. The same applies to the position of Ukraine within
               the European security architecture and the perception of Russia’s place within it.
               The parties of the current government coalition, which came to power after the September
               2023 elections, represent one point of view. The second perspective comes from the
               opposition parties, precisely those belonging to the “democratic” camp.1

         

      

   
      
         
            
               The 2023 elections as a turning point

               With the exception of two periods (2010–2012 and 2020–2023), the Direction – Slovak
                  Social Democracy (SMER – SSD) party has dominated all the governments established
                  since 2006. These governments generally supported Slovakia’s membership in the European
                  Union (EU) and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and did not undermine
                  it. This was also thanks to the fact that the Ministry of Foreign and European Affairs
                  was led by a professional diplomat who enjoyed a certain degree of autonomy in decision-making.
                  Although critical voices within the government directed at the EU and NATO – as well
                  as openly pro-Russian statements – have appeared in the past, these were mostly directed
                  at the electorate and used as a mobilisation strategy for the significant pro-Russian
                  segment of the population.
               

               The positive views about Russia held by a significant part of the population are connected
                  to the origins of Slovak nationalism, which has historically been based on a pro-Russian
                  and anti-Western worldview that is underpinned by a romanticised perception of Russia
                  as a protector of all Slavic countries and guardian of “traditional” values. To some
                  extent, such a view can be considered an expression of dissatisfaction with the country’s
                  economic and political situation, as well as a protest against the existing world
                  order dominated by the collective West. Although the number of respondents with positive
                  views about Russia decreased after 22 February 2022, it has remained at around 30
                  per cent in 2025.2

               Prime Minister Robert Fico employed a “double-faced” policy, adopting different narratives
                  on Russia in Brussels and at home. Even after the annexation of Crimea and the beginning
                  of the military conflict in Donbas, the government did not reach a consensus on directly
                  labelling Russia as a threat. This was also the reason why – despite all the changes
                  to the global security environment – Slovakia had been following outdated security
                  and defence strategies since 2007. New strategies were only adopted after the centre-right
                  government was created in 2020.3

               Between 2020 and 2023 Slovakia had three governments and three different prime ministers.
                  Despite internal turbulence, the governments remained consistent in their foreign
                  and security policy priorities. Following Russia’s escalation of aggression against
                  Ukraine in February 2022, Slovakia became one of the leaders in the processes that
                  helped Ukraine to defend itself. Slovakia was the first country to provide Ukraine
                  with its S-300 Soviet-type anti-aircraft missile system and its MiG-29 jets. It also
                  exported artillery ammunition and other types of military equipment to Ukraine. It
                  is estimated that Slovakia provided Ukraine with more than €1 billion worth of military
                  equipment between February 2022 and December 2024.4 In addition to providing practical support, Slovakia has actively backed Ukraine’s
                  ambitions to become an EU member state after being given candidate country status
                  in June 2022 It was then-Prime Minister Eduard Heger who raised this issue with his
                  EU counterparts.5

               The full-scale war between Russia and Ukraine has contributed significantly to the
                  increase in political polarisation in Slovakia. The fact that the Slovak population
                  is susceptible to conspiracy theories has made Slovakia fertile ground for the spreading
                  of pro-Kremlin narratives.6 The dissemination of misinformation by representatives of the SMER party also contributed
                  to Fico’s fourth electoral victory. SMER’s manifesto set out the main elements of
                  Slovakia’s foreign and security policy under the new government, emphasising a sovereigntist
                  peace policy oriented towards all four corners of the world (East, West, North, and
                  South); the limiting of assistance to Ukraine to humanitarian aid and non-lethal military
                  equipment; and opposing the separation of Russia from Europe with a new iron curtain.7 These principles also form the backbone of the manifesto of the coalition government
                  of SMER with Voice – Social Democracy (HLAS) and the Slovak National Party (SNS),
                  which was formed after the 2023 elections.8 The prime minister and his government fully identify with the concept of a foreign
                  policy that presents Slovakia as a “bridge” between the West and the East, represented
                  particularly by Russia. This concept was first pursued in the 1990s by the authoritarian
                  prime minister at the time, Vladimír Mečiar, and it was denoted by its objection to
                  the pro-Western, integrationist approach taken by the democratic opposition. Even
                  nowadays, these two concepts continue to characterise the persisting dichotomy in
                  Slovakia’s foreign and security policy.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Diverging views on cooperation with Russia

               The current government coalition cannot be perceived as a monolith, as it consists
                  of three different parties – the nationalist-conservative SMER and the even more radical
                  SNS on the one hand, and the slightly more moderate HLAS party on the other. HLAS’s
                  electorate is visibly more pro-EU and, to a limited extent, pro-NATO.
               

               The democratic opposition is made up of Progressive Slovakia (PS), Freedom and Solidarity
                  (SaS), the Christian Democratic Movement (KDH), and the (populist) Slovakia Movement
                  (Hnutie Slovensko). The right-wing extremist Republika party significantly differs
                  from the rest, as it opposes Slovakia’s EU and NATO memberships and openly supports
                  Russia’s aggressive attack on Ukraine. Despite its popularity in the polls – with
                  support oscillating around 10 per cent – Republika failed to enter parliament after
                  the 2023 elections, as it did not pass the 5 per cent threshold.
               

               All three parties and their representatives are pursuing a cooperative policy towards
                  Russia. Both SMER and SNS would disagree with the statement that Russia’s aggression
                  was unprovoked. They highlight the problematic nature of NATO’s eastward expansion
                  but also point to Ukraine’s alleged failure to protect the rights of its ethnic Russian
                  population as a key reason for Russia’s military action. In a 2024 poll, only 41 per
                  cent of respondents said Russia was mainly responsible for starting the war against
                  Ukraine. Meanwhile, 31 per cent said the West had provoked Russia, while 20 per cent
                  said Ukraine was responsible for oppressing the Russian-speaking population.9 Both parties would assign Russia an important role in the future European security
                  architecture, arguing that it has always shaped European security. Generally, a return
                  to multilateralism – in which Russia would play an integral role – could be seen as
                  the preferred option. In this context, the minister of foreign and European affairs
                  even suggested that Russia “should perhaps be forgiven”.10 As an example, he cited the reintegration of Germany into the international system
                  after the Second World War.
               

               Although all the democratic opposition parties take a critical stance on Russia, some
                  differences in their approaches can be identified. For instance, the KDH mention Russia’s
                  position as a “partner not only to Slovakia, but to the entire EU” in its election
                  programme, but the authors of the document admit that, for the time being, this is
                  just wishful thinking.11 The Slovakia Movement describes Russia as a country that is historically and culturally
                  close to Europe and believes that any form of dialogue with Russia should not be ruled
                  out in the future. Sanctions against Russia are considered an instrument of pressure
                  that should lead to a ceasefire and peace, and no party in the opposition has challenged
                  them on this point. The SaS party is even considering the option of expelling Russia
                  from the UN Security Council if other partners are willing to do so.12

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Ukraine – friend or foe?

               Although the rhetoric of most government representatives, including the prime minister
                  himself, has become increasingly offensive towards Ukraine, the real impact on Slovak-Ukrainian
                  relations has not been as destructive as one might expect. It is a fact that Slovakia
                  continues to deliver military equipment to Ukraine on a commercial basis.13 The Slovak military industry has experienced a remarkable boom, particularly in terms
                  of ammunition production.14 Unlike Budapest, Bratislava has agreed to EU-level sanctions packages against Russia,
                  despite questioning their effectiveness.
               

               Foreign policy is a victim of domestic policy since the government needs the support
                  of the pro-Russian segment of the population.
               

               However, prior to his trip to Paris in February 2024, Prime Minister Fico revealed
                  the details of a closed-door meeting of European leaders regarding assistance to Ukraine
                  that was organised by the French president, Emmanuel Macron. This cost Slovakia its
                  participation privileges in this informal group of like-minded countries.15 Since then, Slovakia has not been invited to any meetings or initiatives aimed at
                  supporting Ukraine. Trips to Russia by the prime minister and members of his team,
                  as well as deputies from SMER and SNS, together with the participation of the Russian
                  ambassador in government-organised events, have also damaged Slovakia’s image as a
                  committed partner and ally to other EU and NATO members. In this case, foreign policy
                  is a victim of domestic policy, as the government needs to maintain the support of
                  the pro-Russian segment of the population to remain in power.
               

               Supporting Ukraine with all necessary means is a non-negotiable issue for the democratic
                  opposition parties. Recognising Ukraine as a sovereign country with clearly defined
                  borders is considered a prerequisite for future talks on a post-war security order
                  in Europe. Under the current circumstances, all parties of the democratic opposition
                  agree that it will be difficult to restart a dialogue with Russia on security issues.
               

               Finally, there are disagreements within the current coalition and with the political
                  opposition regarding Ukraine’s future. SMER and HLAS would support Ukraine’s accession
                  to the EU if it were to meet the criteria. On the other hand, SNS opposes such an
                  approach. All three parties are united in their rejection of Ukraine’s possible NATO
                  membership. The government also opposes sending troops into Ukrainian territory as
                  part of a future security guarantee. SMER and SNS perceive Ukraine as an unstable
                  neighbour and troublemaker, particularly regarding its role in cutting Slovakia off
                  from Russian gas and oil. This position is based on accepting Russia’s narratives
                  regarding the war in Ukraine and its origins. However, the situation in Ukraine is
                  also viewed as an opportunity for Slovak companies to engage in post-war reconstruction.
                  Emerging business opportunities and the development of Eastern regions in Slovakia
                  that border Ukraine are considered incentives for the government to continue supporting
                  Ukraine’s EU membership.
               

               Membership of Ukraine in the EU is widely supported among the parties of the democratic
                  opposition because Ukraine could provide additional security guarantees for the country.
                  However, these parties and their representatives are more cautious when Ukraine’s
                  accession to NATO is mentioned. The Slovakia Movement, for instance, prefers a gradual
                  integration of Ukraine into NATO.16

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               The EU and NATO as the main playgrounds

               Prime Minister Fico has addressed the changing world order in his statements, noting
                  that new powers are gaining more influence. This is also used to legitimise his “four
                  directions” foreign policy. Therefore, adjusting multilateralism to the new geopolitical
                  reality is considered a must, as it would enable big countries in the Global South
                  to have a stronger influence on global affairs. However, Slovakia supported the conclusions
                  of the 2025 Hague Summit without comment and committed to fulfilling agreed-upon goals,
                  including increasing defence spending to 5 per cent of GDP. The government also supports
                  the strengthening of the EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) while preserving
                  the “specificities” of individual member states.17 Slovakia’s ambition to become a non-permanent member of the UN Security Council for
                  the 2028–29 term shows that the organisation is still highly credible for the country.
               

               Compared to other government counterparts, HLAS emphasises the importance of the EU
                  and NATO as vital spaces for Slovakia and guarantors of its security and economic
                  prosperity. This position is intended to appeal to more moderate supporters of the
                  government. All three coalition partners also emphasise strengthening domestic defence
                  capabilities and the ability to maintain a strong, operational army as an integral
                  part of collective defence.
               

               Political parties in the democratic opposition camp consider NATO to be the backbone
                  of European security.
               

               Political parties in the democratic opposition camp consider NATO to be the backbone
                  of European security and want to make Slovakia an active member of the alliance again.
                  They share the same values as the other members and support the goals adopted at the
                  2025 NATO summit in The Hague. According to them, strengthening Slovakia’s defence
                  capabilities is inseparable from Slovakia’s active engagement in NATO and its constructive
                  participation in decision-making processes.
               

               They strongly support the strengthening of the EU’s CSDP and its strategic autonomy,
                  but not at the expense of a well-functioning NATO. Complementarity could therefore
                  be the leading principle that characterises the relationship between the EU and NATO.
                  To strengthen the EU and its efforts to become a more autonomous actor, the leading
                  opposition party – Progressive Slovakia – proposes introducing qualified majority
                  voting to foreign and security policy areas.18 However, this approach is not supported by others. For instance, KDH builds its EU
                  policy on the strengthening of the sovereignty of member states through joint actions.
               

               Though the fourth Fico government has not officially challenged Slovakia’s membership
                  in either the EU or NATO, it is impossible to overlook the increasing number of verbal
                  assaults on both organisations. These attacks primarily aim to mobilise voters with
                  pro-Russian, anti-EU, anti-Ukrainian, anti-NATO, and generally anti-Western sentiments.
                  However, an increase in the intensity of this rhetoric and further radicalisation
                  could create a spillover effect with negative consequences for Slovakia’s membership
                  in both organisations. Despite continuously using anti-EU and anti-NATO rhetoric,
                  the government will most likely avoid actions that directly threaten Slovakia’s memberships
                  in the EU and NATO. Participation in NATO will nevertheless be limited to “must do”
                  activities. Even so, a significant portion of government officials, including the
                  president, recognise that, under the current circumstances, neutrality is not a viable
                  option.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Recognition of the US role, different attitudes on China

               Attitude towards the United States (US) changed significantly with the election of
                  Donald Trump as president in 2024. SMER and SNS politicians replaced the active spread
                  of anti-Americanism throughout the electorate with efforts towards a strongly cooperative
                  approach to the new president’s administration. This is mostly due to the fact that
                  the representatives of both parties identify with Trump’s authoritarian policy-making
                  as well as agreed with his initial attitude regarding Ukraine.
               

               President Trump’s initiative to negotiate a peace agreement between Russia and Ukraine
                  is also supported. The cancelation of the Agreement on Defence Cooperation between
                  the Government of the United States and the Government of the Slovak Republic – a
                  framework agreement to implement all facets of defence cooperation that the US was
                  offering to its partners (including investments in the partners’ defence capabilities
                  and infrastructure),19 concluded by the previous Slovak government at the beginning of 2022 and rejected
                  by SMER, HLAS, and SNS – is no longer on the agenda. The only party that continues
                  to call for withdrawal from the treaty is (smallest) SNS.20

               Despite the challenges posed by the new administration of President Trump, the US
                  is regarded as a key partner by the democratic opposition, especially with regard
                  to security. Opposition political parties agree that maintaining US engagement in
                  NATO is strategically important and necessary. At the same time, EU member states
                  should strive to strengthen their own capabilities, become adequate partners to the
                  US in NATO, and achieve greater autonomy in general.
               

               The Slovak government perceives China as an important global actor, primarily in economic
                  terms. The first two significant investments by Chinese investors have been in the
                  automotive and electro-mobility sectors but neither has been finalised. The prospect
                  of other major investments from China is questionable. Nevertheless, Prime Minister
                  Fico called his trip to China in 2024 the most important visit of the year.
               

               By emphasising a values-based foreign policy, the opposition parties are also addressing
                  relations with China. They all perceive China as an important economic partner as
                  well as a global competitor and systemic rival. KDH uses the strongest language. In
                  their election manifesto, they openly refer to China as a long-term, complex threat
                  to the West.21 The Slovakia Movement would prefer to pursue closer relations with Taiwan than with
                  China.22

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               A polarised country with a divided foreign policy

               The Slovak case is quite complex, and the future positioning of Slovakia in the European
                  security architecture depends largely on the outcome of the next elections, which
                  will determine whether the current government coalition or the democratic opposition
                  wins. According to recent opinion polls, both camps have almost equal support, though
                  the latest polls show slightly more support for the parties of the so-called democratic
                  opposition.23

               If the same or a similar government remains in power in the years to come, Russia
                  will be perceived as a partner for cooperation, even if the war with Ukraine continues.
                  Russia will be presented as an important global actor, and therefore the need to establish
                  a dialogue with Moscow will be emphasised. There will probably be a preference to
                  re-establish “business as usual” with Russia as soon as possible, regardless of the
                  cost. This would essentially mean returning to a certain kind of multilateralism,
                  with international organisations such as the United Nations and the Organization for
                  Security and Co-operation in Europe playing their respective roles. Additionally,
                  the necessity to adequately reflect upon the increasing role of new global powers
                  will be highlighted.
               

               Considering the weakening position of Slovakia in both the EU and NATO, as well as
                  its structural characteristics as a small country, it is unlikely to play an active
                  role in creating a new order. This is despite the prime minister’s unilateral efforts
                  to mediate between Russia and the EU. The Slovak government is not anticipated to
                  thwart joint initiatives adopted at the EU or NATO levels, but rather to take on the
                  role of agenda-follower, assuming that a diversity of views will continue to be accepted.
                  Therefore, preserving the unanimity voting procedure is and will be emphasised. The
                  government’s policy will certainly not be value-oriented, but rather based on transactionalism,
                  or the “new pragmatism”. Relations with the US will be of strategic importance, thanks
                  in part to the US position in the energy sector (e.g. development of a new nuclear
                  power plant) and defence sector (e.g. delivery of military equipment from the US).
                  The country would aim to strengthen ties with other third parties, including China,
                  but cooperation will mostly be limited to the economic realm.
               

               If the future government of Slovakia is composed of the democratic opposition parties,
                  a return to unequivocal support for Ukraine by all means is expected. Slovakia will
                  view Ukraine as an integral part of the European security architecture, with established
                  security guarantees. This includes developing strategic relations with NATO rather
                  than pursuing membership. Russia will continue to be viewed as a security threat to
                  Slovakia and Europe. Therefore, the need for adequate security guarantees for Ukraine
                  and the entire EU that would deter Russia from its expansionist policies will be emphasised.
                  The peace process between Ukraine and Russia will only be supported if it does not
                  go against Ukraine’s interests. NATO, with a strong European pillar, will be considered
                  the backbone of European security, and Slovakia will become interested in actively
                  contributing to it. Nevertheless, this would not exclude supporting the parallel development
                  of processes leading to the EU’s strategic autonomy. The US will continue to be perceived
                  as a strategic partner and the most important contributor to European security. In
                  this scenario, Slovakia intends to become an active follower, or, together with other
                  like-minded countries, a shaper of processes leading to a new security architecture
                  in Europe.
               

               An above-partisan consensus on Slovakia’s role in developing the future European security
                  architecture will be difficult to achieve.
               

               Considering the differences between the current government and the opposition, it
                  is unlikely that an above-partisan consensus will be reached on Slovakia’s role in
                  developing the future Europe security architecture, regardless of the results of the
                  next parliamentary elections. For now, EU and NATO membership can be considered common
                  ground, but the understanding of Slovakia’s role varies from party to party. In the
                  years to come, Slovakia will remain a politically polarised – or even fragmented –
                  country with a divided foreign policy, which is not good for the cohesiveness of both
                  the EU and NATO.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Hungary: Towards the End of Its Russian Orientation?

               András Rácz

            

            The increasingly pronounced pro-Russian orientation of successive Orbán governments
               since 2010 is a result of ideological as well as pragmatic economic considerations,
               creating a considerable path dependency and limiting Viktor Orbán’s room for manoeuvre.
               As a result, the Hungarian government envisions Russia becoming an integral part of
               a new European security system – though Budapest has never clarified the institutional
               details of how this would work in practice – while Ukraine remains outside of it as
               a buffer zone. However, the upcoming April 2026 parliamentary elections could change
               all of this. Should Orbán remain in power, his firmly Russia-friendly and anti-Ukrainian
               foreign policy will certainly continue, alongside the growing isolation of Hungary
               within the European Union (EU). In this case, Hungary will increasingly become an
               outlier in any emerging European security order by pushing for the inclusion of Moscow,
               continuing to represent Moscow’s interests, and hampering Ukraine’s Euro-Atlantic
               integration. However, should the opposition win, a fundamental change is likely to
               emerge in Hungary’s foreign policy, and Budapest will begin realigning policy vis-à-vis
               Russia and Ukraine with that of the EU. Hence, this chapter examines the foreign policy
               approaches of the ruling party as well as the opposition force, TISZA (Respect and
               Freedom Party), describing two alternative visions in Hungary regarding Russia and
               Ukraine.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               A possible turning point in Hungary’s authoritarian trajectory

               Orbán has had successive terms as prime minister of Hungary since 2010, and during
                  most of this period he has ruled with a constitutional supermajority. The transformation
                  of Hungary’s domestic political system into a consolidated autocracy in this interval
                  is well documented.1 The gradual, increasingly authoritarian transformation of the Hungarian political
                  system since 2010 in many regards has closely followed patterns seen earlier in Russia.
                  Similar to Vladimir Putin, from 2010 onwards successive Orbán governments centralised
                  much of the Hungarian media space, took over formally independent oversight bodies,
                  and subdued most of the country’s oligarchs.2

               Russia was held up as a model shortly after Orbán’s re-election in April 2014. In
                  his speech delivered at Băile Tușnad in the summer of 2014,3 Orbán proclaimed his will to build an “illiberal democracy” and named Russia, China,
                  Turkey, and a number of other countries as models of non-Western, non-liberal political
                  systems, yet still successful states. Although the speech did not indicate a geopolitical
                  re-orientation towards Moscow – as Orbán only endorsed Russia’s non-liberal way of
                  ruling – the message was still radically different from those of other member states
                  of the EU and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). In the 11 years that
                  have passed since, Orbán has referred several times to Russia as a successful, stable,
                  and desirable political model. This appreciation of Russia manifests also in the frequent
                  personal meetings between Orbán and Putin.4

               Meanwhile, this authoritarian turn has created significant conflicts with the EU concerning
                  the rule of law in Hungary. Successive Orbán governments – driven primarily by considerations
                  about regime security – prioritised maintaining their authoritarian rule while factoring
                  in confrontation with the EU. Orbán’s personal grievances vis-à-vis several EU leaders
                  – including the presidents of the Commission, Jean-Claude Juncker and Ursula von der
                  Leyen – have played an integral part in this approach. Hence, relations with the EU
                  have become increasingly tense, resulting in the suspension of most EU funds for Hungary
                  in 2022. Combined with structural problems, the absence of EU funds has led to stagnation
                  in the Hungarian economy for the last three years.5

               The close ties between Orbán and Donald Trump – along with the right flank of the
                  Republican Party – have not altered this economic trend, despite Trump’s return to
                  power in 2024. Orbán has long perceived Trump both as an ideological ally and a legitimising
                  factor, as Trump has never criticised Hungary’s domestic political system, unlike
                  the confrontational Biden administration. However, ideological affinity has not resulted
                  in any substantial economic benefits so far.
               

               Hungary’s next parliamentary elections are scheduled to take place in April 2026.
                  Unlike in the previous four elections, there is a powerful challenger to Orbán, a
                  newly established political party called TISZA, founded in 2024. The party is led
                  by a former ruling party insider, Péter Magyar, who broke from Orbán and swiftly became
                  his main rival, attracting support from large segments of society.
               

               Magyar and TISZA perceive themselves as inherent parts of Europe and reject the Russia-orientation
                  of Orbán.
               

               As of September 2025, all independent pollsters are showing that TISZA is leading
                  in public opinion polls, but the election is still six months away. Based on what
                  little is known about the foreign policy priorities of TISZA, their main objective
                  is to regain access to EU funds. Consequently, it is safe to assume that if they win
                  the elections, they will enact a foreign policy that is fundamentally different from
                  Orbán’s. Besides the pragmatic considerations described above, ideological backgrounds
                  also differ, as Magyar and TISZA present themselves as inherently European and reject
                  the Russia-orientation of Orbán.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Difficulties in analysing Hungarian foreign and security policy

               The systemic lack of transparency about the decision-making mechanisms of the Hungarian
                  government – including those affecting foreign policy – makes any data-based research
                  extremely complicated. There is an absence of up-to-date strategic documents on foreign
                  and security policy. The National Security Strategy was adopted in April 2020 and
                  has not been updated since then, despite Russia’s large-scale aggression against Ukraine,
                  Hungary’s neighbour, in February 2022. The National Military Strategy is similarly
                  outdated, unchanged since 2021. The Hungarian Foreign Policy Yearbook – a comprehensive and renowned official annal that had been published since 1968
                  – ceased to exist following the 2010 issue.
               

               Excessive and growing secrecy about governmental decision-making is another part of
                  the problem. As a result, researchers have very few primary sources of information
                  to study Hungarian foreign policy decision-making. The eminent foreign policy analyst
                  Botond Feledy called Hungary’s decision-making in this area an “unexplorable black
                  box” already in 2018,6 and this assessment is not any less valid today.
               

               Somewhat paradoxically, a highly informative source is a book7 published by the political director and chief strategist of the prime minister, Balázs
                  Orbán (not related), about Hungary’s foreign policy. Published originally in 2023,
                  the volume describes Hungary’s foreign policy approach as a “strategy of connectivity”,
                  arguing that the current global trends towards a decoupling of East and West and the
                  formation of blocs are not beneficial for Hungary. So, instead of choosing sides,
                  Budapest needs to maintain equally good, pragmatic, transactional relations with all
                  sides. Though the text completely ignores the legal and normative foreign policy commitments
                  stemming from Hungary’s membership in the EU and NATO, and avoids reckoning with Russia’s
                  open hostility towards the West, the “connectivity” logic reflects some of Hungary’s
                  foreign policy decisions.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Path dependency towards Russia: A long-lasting vulnerability

               In addition to domestic political considerations, namely Orbán’s willingness to rule
                  in an illiberal way, one could argue that the 15 years of Hungary’s pro-Russian foreign
                  policies have created a strong path dependency. The long-term effects of this pro-Russian
                  orientation are most visible in the energy sector. In 2021 approximately 62 per cent
                  of Hungary’s oil imports originated from Russia. However, as of September 2025, the
                  rate reached 92 per cent.8 So, while other countries of the Central-Eastern European region stepped up diversification
                  efforts already after 2014 – but particularly following the invasion in 2022 – Budapest
                  increased its share of Russian crude oil imports,9 motivated by the profits to be acquired due to the price gap between Urals and Brent
                  oils. In addition, through an intermediary company that was included in the oil import
                  contract between Russia and Hungary, there have been hundreds of millions of euros
                  siphoned off,10 which likely constitutes another motive to maintain energy dependency.
               

               This reliance is similarly strong in terms of nuclear energy, as it constitutes approximately
                  40 per cent of Hungary’s electricity generation capacity. The country’s only nuclear
                  power plant is an ex-Soviet facility in Paks. Hungary contracted Rosatom in 2014 to
                  build two new nuclear reactor blocks for the Paks facility, to be financed from a
                  €10 billion credit line from Russia. The contract was finalised already after the
                  full-scale invasion of Ukraine, but the Orbán government made no objections to it.
                  This was in sharp contrast with Czechia, as Prague suspended cooperation with Rosatom
                  after 2014 and completely ended it in 2022. Meanwhile, Hungary has continued to work
                  with Rosatom, even though the price of the new reactor blocks has increased considerably.
                  One likely motive is that there are oligarchs very close to Orbán among the main subcontractors
                  of the construction project.11

               The situation is somewhat similar with gas imports: Hungary signed a new 15-year gas
                  import contract with Gazprom in the autumn of 2021. As of 2025, approximately 70 per
                  cent of Hungary’s gas is imported from Russia, mostly via the TurkStream pipeline,
                  but from August 2025 onward Budapest also began buying Russian liquefied natural gas
                  via Belgium, Poland, and Germany.12

               Successive Orbán governments have long been lenient towards Russia’s malign influence
                  efforts, and this has not changed even following the full-scale invasion. Russian
                  intelligence services had repeatedly hacked the IT systems of the Hungarian Ministry
                  of Foreign Affairs and Trade even before 2022, but trade minister Péter Szijjártó
                  did nothing to counter the threat.13 He even accepted a high-ranking state decoration, the Order of Friendship, from his
                  Russian counterpart, Sergey Lavrov, in 2021. Hungary has been the only EU country
                  to not have decisively reduced the number of Russian embassy personnel since the 2022
                  invasion.
               

               This close relationship is particularly visible in the field of media operations.
                  Hungary’s state media apparatus has often broadcast negative propaganda about Ukraine
                  taken directly from Russian sources. Hungary’s troubled history vis-à-vis Russia –
                  which includes the crushing of the 1956 revolution – constitutes no limits to the
                  adoption of Russian narratives. Cooperation in the media sector is so intensive that,
                  in some cases, it is Russian state media that adopts anti-Ukrainian narratives from
                  Hungary.14

               The enduring reluctance to decrease dependence on Moscow leads to the question as
                  to whether Budapest could have moved away from the firmly pro-Russian position, had
                  the political will been there to do so. However, due to the lack of credible primary
                  sources of information and the excessive secrecy described above, this question cannot
                  be answered with any certainty.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               The United States as the main pillar of the European security order

               Parallel to the conflicts with the EU in relation to the rule of law, Budapest has
                  long been extremely sceptical about Europe’s own ability to act as a meaningful security
                  actor or to establish any form of strategic autonomy. These assumptions have become
                  considerably stronger since the start of the full-scale war against Ukraine. The National
                  Security Strategy and National Military Strategy mentioned above, both from the pre-2022
                  era, were much more optimistic about Europe’s ability to provide for its own security.
               

               Orbán perceives that Europe’s security can be guaranteed exclusively via very strong
                  cooperation with the United States.
               

               Instead, Orbán perceives that Europe’s security can be guaranteed exclusively via
                  very strong cooperation with the US. This approach has become more prominent since
                  the re-election of Trump, but it was already present in the Biden and Obama eras,
                  though less explicitly. In line with this approach, Hungary favours a strong NATO
                  and is actively fulfilling all NATO obligations.
               

               A particularity of successive Orbán governments is that, contrary to the conflictual
                  EU relations, Hungary has always strived to be a reliable NATO ally, contributing
                  to all important operations of the Alliance. In contrast to the consistent hampering
                  of EU actions on Ukraine, Hungary has not blocked any NATO policies supporting Ukraine
                  since the beginning of the full-scale invasion. Its military-to-military cooperation
                  is excellent with other NATO allies, including also those that are actively supporting
                  Ukraine.
               

               There are, however, limits to this support. Hungary has consistently refused to provide
                  Ukraine with any lethal military assistance and regularly condemns such actions as
                  “only elongating the war and suffering”15. However, Hungary has made a few smaller-scale and less public moves to help Ukraine
                  in some military-related areas: Budapest has trained Ukrainian combat medics16 and treated wounded Ukrainian soldiers. There are also – officially never confirmed
                  – rumours among diplomats serving in Budapest about Hungarian ammunition factories
                  delivering shells to Ukraine via third countries.17

               In line with Hungary’s unwillingness to provide military assistance, Budapest did
                  not join the “Coalition of the Willing” set up in early 2025 either, though Hungarian
                  officials are present in the Ramstein format. Consistent with the “we need to stay
                  out of the war” narrative, it is extremely unlikely that the Orbán government would
                  contribute to such a force, should the European Coalition of the Willing deploy peacekeepers
                  to Ukraine.
               

               Prioritising the role of the US also applies to the war in Ukraine: Orbán has stated
                  several times that the only way to end the war is through a US-Russia agreement –
                  “only Trump is able to bring peace into the war”18 – and that Europe does not have much of a role to play in this.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Russia as a key player of the post-war European security architecture

               Since the beginning of the full-scale invasion, the Orbán government has continued
                  to assume that Russia will eventually win. Arguments include the differences in territorial
                  size, population, and also military power. Orbán has stated repeatedly that a nuclear
                  power, namely Russia, could never be defeated,19 though history provides several examples in which nuclear powers have lost wars,
                  such as the US in Vietnam and the Soviet Union in Afghanistan. In August 2025, Orbán
                  even said that Ukraine has already lost the war and that its territory would be divided
                  between Russia and the West.20

               He has continually promoted the need to include Russia into the system of European
                  security, albeit in different forms. In August and September 2025, he called upon
                  the EU to sign a security agreement with Russia about Ukraine, instead of seeking
                  security guarantees in Washington.21 As mentioned above, the Hungarian government has also claimed that a direct US-Russia
                  agreement is the only possible way to end the war.22 Although exact details are never elaborated, the common element of these approaches
                  is that Budapest is indeed in favour of getting Russia institutionally included into
                  the European security order in one form or another, but details have never been elaborated
                  by any Hungarian official.
               

               Regarding the end of the war, Hungary has continued to encourage ending the fighting
                  as quickly as possible, prioritising the speed of any potential political settlement.
                  De facto, this also means that Hungary would be content with Ukraine losing the occupied
                  territories. Minister of Foreign Affairs and Trade Szijjártó has repeated several
                  times the Russian narrative about the “new territorial realities”,23 that is, the need to recognise Russia’s landgrabs.
               

               The government has formally taken a strong humanitarian position and argued that the
                  main priority is to end the killing. This has been fully in line with the domestic
                  political narrative of “staying out of the war”. In order to gain a political advantage
                  ahead of the elections, the government consistently frames itself as being “pro-peace”
                  and the opposition as “pro-war”.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Ukraine as a scapegoat and a buffer zone

               Relations between Ukraine and Hungary have been tense since 2017, when Ukraine drafted
                  a law to seriously constrain the rights of national minorities – including ethnic
                  Hungarians living in the Zakarpattya region – to use their native languages in education
                  institutions. This conflict over language use soured bilateral relations long before
                  the breakout of the full-scale war. Though Kyiv modified the most problematic elements
                  of the law in December 202324 – in line with the start of EU accession negotiations – this did not help much: Hungary
                  continues to use the language issue as a de facto disingenuous argument against Ukraine.
               

               The escalation in February 2022 came at a particularly sensitive moment for the Orbán
                  government, as there were only some six weeks until the April 2022 parliamentary elections.
                  Orbán focused the campaign on staying out of the war and accused the opposition of
                  intending to drag Hungary into the conflict. This election strategy – supported by
                  the extremely influential government-controlled media apparatus – turned out to be
                  highly successful and earned Orbán a new constitutional supermajority.
               

               Since then, the Orbán government has maintained an anti-Ukrainian stance, both in
                  domestic and foreign policy. At home, Orbán blamed Ukraine for Hungary’s high inflation
                  rate by claiming that it was “war inflation” (háborús infláció). Ukraine was also scapegoated for the energy price hikes. Moreover, Orbán framed
                  the long-standing political conflict with the EU over rule of law issues as being
                  a result of Hungary’s unwillingness to support Ukraine. While covering the election
                  campaign, the government media apparatus claimed that Ukraine’s accession into the
                  EU would ruin Hungary’s economy, thus legitimising Orbán’s anti-Ukrainian stance.
               

               Budapest’s critical stance on Ukraine hampered the adoption of EU sanctions against
                  Russia while also attempting to soften them.
               

               Budapest’s critical stance on Ukraine hampered the adoption of EU sanctions against
                  Russia while also attempting to soften them. According to Orbán, sanctions have inflicted
                  more harm on the West than on Russia, so Europe “shot itself in the foot” with them.25 In line with the “connectivity” logic, Budapest has long argued that economic – and
                  particularly energy – cooperation with Russian needs to be restored.
               

               In addition, Hungary continues to block the use of the European Peace Facility to
                  provide Ukraine with military support. Budapest also opposes starting negotiations
                  on the individual chapters of the EU accession process for Kyiv. Hungary’s repeated
                  vetoes on issues concerning Ukraine and Russia have raised serious questions in the
                  EU.26 In a sense, the decisions being made in Budapest are keeping the EU ineffectual and
                  weakening its ability to mediate.
               

               Regarding the long-term prospects for conflict settlement, in line with his general
                  anti-Ukrainian policy stance, Orbán believes that Ukraine cannot participate in European
                  security structures and is resolutely against integrating the country into either
                  the EU or NATO. He repeatedly argues that Ukraine – or, as he once said, the “territory
                  named Ukraine”27 – needs to remain a buffer zone between Russia and the West, even in the long run.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               A possible reversal towards Russia and Ukraine with the opposition TISZA party

               While mapping out the Russia policies of TISZA, the absence of primary sources of
                  information also applies to them. The organisation lacks a published electoral programme,
                  thus the only source for mapping the party’s foreign policy priorities is the speeches
                  of Péter Magyar.
               

               Contrary to the Orbán government’s views on Russia, Magyar is demonstratively standing
                  up for Hungary’s reintegration into the West. In his speech delivered in Székesfehérvár
                  in July 2025,28 he named rebuilding relations with the EU and NATO as a priority of his foreign policy,
                  together with his desire to reclaim Hungary’s suspended EU funds. Meanwhile, Magyar
                  often mocks Orbán’s Russia-orientation by frequently calling ruling party officials
                  comrades, referring to the communist-era lingo.29

               Magyar intends to decisively reduce Hungary’s dependence on Russia and end the government’s
                  lenient approach to Moscow.
               

               Although the government’s pro-Russian orientation is increasingly unpopular among
                  Hungarians, and many of the elites are dissatisfied with the loss of access to EU
                  funds, so far there have been no high-level defections from the Orbán camp to Magyar.
                  Hence, even if there is dissent within the government regarding Russia, this has not
                  yet publicly manifested. From what has been seen so far, Magyar intends to decisively
                  reduce Hungary’s dependence on Russia and end the government’s lenient approach to
                  Moscow.
               

               Meanwhile, not much is known about TISZA’s views on Ukraine and Kyiv’s future role
                  in European security. Magyar has deliberately avoided addressing this issue in order
                  not to be labelled “pro-Ukrainian” by the government in the election campaign.30 However, based on his will to prioritise the rebuilding of Hungary’s relations with
                  the West, it is highly unlikely that a future Magyar government would continue blocking
                  Ukraine’s Euro-Atlantic integration. However, in the absence of any electoral programme,
                  this is only speculation using what little information is known about TISZA’s foreign
                  policy intentions.
               

               Hungary’s views on European security and its relations with Russia are both defined
                  by the “strategy of connectivity” described above, that is, that Hungary needs to
                  remain neutral and cooperate with all the main global players, including Russia. The
                  fact that this neutrality, de jure, contradicts Hungary’s membership in the EU and
                  NATO apparently does not constitute a problem for foreign policy decision-makers in
                  Budapest.
               

               Regarding the future of the European security system, the Hungarian government believes
                  that Moscow needs to be an integral part of it, especially regarding Ukraine, though
                  this institutional framework has never been clarified. The Hungarian government has
                  been consistent about Russia’s security interests being taken into account: Orbán
                  frequently argues that Ukraine needs to remain a buffer zone and shall never be a
                  member of either the EU or NATO.
               

               According to Budapest, sanctions against Moscow need to be lifted and trade relations
                  between Russia and the West need to be repaired, in particular with regard to energy
                  imports. The latter issue, however, raises the question as to whether this firmly
                  pro-Russian position of Hungary is also related to a path-dependency problem originating
                  from the multitude of vulnerabilities created by 15 years of leniency towards Moscow.
               

               Should the opposition TISZA party win the elections in spring 2026, they are highly
                  likely to pursue a fundamentally different, pro-EU, and pro-NATO foreign policy. They
                  would seek to decrease Hungary’s dependence on Russia as much as possible and also
                  stop blocking Ukraine’s Euro-Atlantic integration. Indeed, this would be politically
                  necessary for realising TISZA’s top foreign policy priority – regaining access to
                  the suspended EU funds. However, any foreign policy change depends on the election
                  results, which no one can reliably predict.
               

               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Conclusion: Russia Is out, Ukraine Is in – the Future of European Security

               Céline Marangé and Susan Stewart

            

            Russia’s imperial and revisionist stances have severely undermined the post–Cold War
               European security order. Its implacable war on Ukraine and repeated hybrid attacks
               against European countries have had destabilising effects across the continent. The
               Kremlin is undermining the arrangements that form the cornerstone of the European
               security architecture. Growing doubts as to the reliability of the security commitment
               of the United States (US) to Europe, but also as to the capacity of Ukraine to sustain
               a long war of attrition, only aggravate these challenges.
            

            Beyond Europe, the extent of international disorder is unprecedented since the hottest
               phases of the Cold War. A lasting shift in global power is accelerating the decline
               of Western influence worldwide and challenging the very existence of the rules-based
               international order. This political turmoil is taking place amid technological upheaval,
               which significantly increases the possibilities for targeting and manipulation. As
               a result, Russian subversion and disinformation activities, combined with artificial
               intelligence, may become a major threat to democracy.
            

            In these demanding circumstances, it is helpful to map out points of convergence and
               areas of disagreement between European allies on the roles that Ukraine and Russia
               should play in the future European security architecture. Indeed, this constitutes
               a precondition for acting swiftly and decisively. We thus first assess how each actor
               covered in this study has changed its positions towards Russia and Ukraine since 2022
               and what particular type of security architecture it envisions before outlining the
               likely evolution of the European security order.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Russia’s full-scale war against Ukraine: A driver of change

               The point of departure of this research endeavour was the recognition of a fundamental
                  incompatibility of visions between Moscow and Kyiv. Three and a half years into the
                  full-scale war, this divergence of views is more profound than ever: Russia is becoming
                  ever more brutal on the battlefield and in the rear areas, while maintaining its maximalist
                  objectives to force Kyiv to capitulate, whereas the Ukrainian military, political,
                  and societal spheres continue to push back against Russia’s advances, despite increasing
                  difficulties and reductions in US support. The goal of this research has been to explore
                  how various European actors approach this incompatibility and how it influences their
                  visions of European security in the coming three to five years.
               

               Faced with the return of a high-intensity war in Europe and the prospect that it could
                  expand geographically, most European actors have reacted quite forcefully and consistently,
                  on both the national and multilateral levels. Overall, the European Union (EU) and
                  almost all member states have provided unprecedented support to Ukraine since 2022,
                  making available “over $162 billion in financial, military, humanitarian, and refugee
                  assistance, of which 65% have been provided as grants or in-kind support and 35% in
                  the form of highly concessional loans”.1 Among the main European providers of military aid to Ukraine over the same period
                  of time are Germany (€12.62 billion), the United Kingdom (UK: €10.36 billion), Denmark
                  (€7.66 billion), and the Netherlands (€6.09 billion).2 Six states spent more than 1 per cent of their gross domestic product (GDP) on bilateral
                  aid to Ukraine: Estonia, Denmark, Lithuania, Latvia, Sweden, and Finland – the first
                  two well above 2 per cent.3

               We group the actors analysed according to the centrality of the Russian threat in
                  their foreign policies. The main determinants of their positioning and strategies
                  towards Moscow range from threat perceptions, economic interests, and geopolitical
                  ambitions to political values (or, for some, ideological affinities).
               

               For Finland and Sweden, the invasion brought an end to decades or even centuries of
                  military non-alignment. Alarmed about their own security and the long-term stability
                  of the Baltic Sea Region, they swiftly decided to apply to join the North Atlantic
                  Treaty Organization (NATO). Together with Norway and Denmark, they view Russia as
                  a long-term threat, with implications in the Baltic Sea and the Arctic. Bolstering
                  military and societal preparedness are at the heart of the Nordics’ approaches, with
                  considerable investments being made by Helsinki, Stockholm, Oslo, and Copenhagen.
               

               For the UK and Poland – as well as for the Baltic States that are not covered in our
                  study – the full-scale invasion of Ukraine only confirmed their pre-war assumptions
                  about Russia’s revanchism and aggressiveness. Both countries are fully committed to
                  Ukraine’s defence and sovereignty. Both consistently favour keeping the US engaged
                  in European security while reinvigorating bilateral military partnerships, in particular
                  with France, to strengthen Europe’s defences.
               

               For France, Germany, and Italy, the invasion came as a shock and forced their leaders
                  to reverse the policy of engagement that had prevailed since the end of the Cold War.
                  They broke with a long-standing ambivalence towards Russia and, in the cases of Italy
                  and Germany, with a heavy dependency on Russian gas. However, the level and nature
                  of their commitments to Ukraine vary: Berlin has contributed significant amounts of
                  financial and military support, Paris is proactive in the military domain, while Rome
                  remains pledged but cautious.
               

               For Hungary, Slovakia, and Turkey, the willingness to engage with Moscow still predominates,
                  with significant nuances. Although the current governments in Budapest and Bratislava
                  align with Russian narratives and criticise both Ukraine and the EU’s policies towards
                  Russia, they have not yet vetoed the renewal of sanctions. For its part, Ankara is
                  unwilling to confront Russia, but remains committed to Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial
                  integrity. While benefiting from sanctions circumvention, it has undeniably contributed
                  to Ukraine’s security.
               

               It is not always possible to infer these actors’ attitudes towards Ukraine from their
                  positioning vis-à-vis Russia. For some, the relationship with Kyiv is clearly determined
                  by the desire to contain Russia; for others, geopolitical calculations, economic competition,
                  and historical grievances enter into play. Poland is an interesting case in point,
                  since it perceives Russia as an existential threat and contributes significantly to Ukraine’s
                  and Europe’s defences, yet it has a complicated relationship with Kyiv for historical
                  and economic reasons.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Preferred type of security architecture: Status quo plus

               The vast majority of the actors analysed in this publication see Russia as a destructive
                  actor and the European security architecture as directed towards deterring Moscow
                  and defending Europe. Almost all of them desire to preserve major parts of the existing
                  architecture by reinforcing NATO and the EU. They do not deny the increasing challenges
                  to the security order, but intend to rely on these two pillars to address them. Since
                  Donald Trump’s inauguration in January 2025, the ensuing rhetoric and actions of his
                  administration have served as a further catalyst to reshape and reinforce existing
                  institutions. This affects NATO first and foremost, since the US has continuously
                  played the largest role within that organisation and in terms of ensuring European
                  security overall.
               

               Efforts to improve the European security architecture in the coming years will therefore
                  focus mainly on strengthening NATO and making the EU increasingly fit to function
                  as a security and defence-related actor. The second von der Leyen Commission 2024–2029
                  introduced a Commissioner for Defence and Space, expanded the European Peace Facility
                  (EPF), and developed the Readiness 2030 initiative, creating incentives for member
                  states to advance in this area.4 Originally aimed at enhancing the EU’s ability to prevent conflicts and foster international
                  security, the EPF was used to address Ukraine’s pressing military needs. So far €11.1
                  billion (out of €17 billion) has been allocated to Ukraine, which has allowed it to
                  buy fuel and equipment as well as ammunition and missiles for the Ukrainian army.5

               As for the EU’s Readiness 2030 plan, it aims to free up funding – on both the national
                  and supranational levels – for massive amounts of defence spending by member states.6 In addition, the initiative foresees a mechanism for common procurement (Security
                  Action for Europe, or SAFE), backed by €150 billion in attractive long-term loans
                  for member states. The plan has been greeted positively within the EU, although the
                  need to alter the original title (ReArm Europe) at the request of Italy and Spain
                  points to a certain reticence from some member states.7 Furthermore, the plan “does not directly address the issues of fragmentation and
                  limited interoperability of the European defence base”.8

               This financial effort will be accompanied by attempts to keep the US as involved in
                  protecting European security as possible.9 During the NATO summit in The Hague in June 2025, the US reaffirmed its commitment
                  to NATO and European security. However, there remain doubts about the depth of this
                  commitment and the form it will take, due to both the leniency of Trump towards Moscow
                  and the inclination of many Republican politicians to refrain from opposing his decisions.10 In fact, numerous US presidencies have declared their intentions to play a reduced
                  role in European security.
               

               Nonetheless, the most likely trajectory appears not to be a sudden US withdrawal from
                  NATO and European security provision, but rather a gradual disinterest without a coherent
                  plan for reductions. Therefore, exploring what a “European pillar” of NATO means in practice
                  will be central in the coming years. After a strong focus on funds at the 2025 NATO
                  summit – with a commitment to spending 5 per cent of GDP on defence by 2035 – there
                  is now a shift to discussions on capabilities.
               

               Despite the focus on preserving existing arrangements, there have been some attempts
                  to create new institutions. In particular, the emergence of the European Political
                  Community (EPC), launched by Paris in 2022, was a clear response to the need for informal
                  communication on European security concerns within a broader circle of actors. This
                  framework appears to be appreciated primarily by non-EU member states (such as the
                  UK). Although the EPC, which includes Ukraine and Moldova and excludes Russia and
                  Belarus, is perceived by some as a valuable opportunity for bilateral or small-group
                  discussions in an informal setting, most actors do not see it as key to improving
                  the European security order in the long run. It therefore seems likely to continue
                  pursuing a low-profile existence.
               

               In addition, minilateral formats are gaining in importance, from the Nordic-Baltic
                  8 (NB8) to the Joint Expeditionary Force (JEF) and Weimar Plus. Other ad hoc formats have been the Czech ammunition initiative and the “Coalition of the Willing”
                  initiated by London and Paris. Created in the aftermath of the clash between Volodymyr
                  Zelensky, Trump, and J. D. Vance in the Oval Office in February 2025, the latter is
                  intended to strengthen support for Kyiv, lay out security guarantees in case of a
                  ceasefire, and secure Ukraine’s sovereignty in any peace deal. It remains to be seen
                  whether these different formats will gain traction and how they will interact with
                  NATO and the EU. However, they allow the difficult consensus requirements of larger
                  organisations to be circumvented, thus providing faster, more flexible responses to
                  certain military and political issues.11

               Finally, not all existing institutions are emphasised as relevant for containing Russia’s
                  destructive behaviour. Specifically, the Organization for Security and Co-operation
                  in Europe (OSCE) was rarely mentioned in the analyses – and where it was, then usually
                  to highlight its unsuitability for helping to reshape security in Europe, even if
                  some actors, such as Germany, are still quite supportive. Although both Ukraine and
                  Russia are participating states, a constructive dialogue with Moscow within the OSCE
                  framework has not been possible. Serious financial difficulties and disagreements
                  about the OSCE’s leadership have led to its weakening, while Russia has consistently
                  undermined the organisation due to its fundamental disapproval of the third (human)
                  dimension. It is thus unlikely that the OSCE will play a significant role in defining
                  the European security order in the medium term.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Ukraine’s progressive inclusion in the European security architecture

               There is no unity yet on the precise role of Ukraine in the future European security
                  architecture. It is nonetheless widely admitted that Ukraine is to be integrated into
                  the European security order. The prevailing objective – and the underlying assumption
                  here – is that Ukraine will be able to retain its full sovereignty at the end of the
                  war, that is, it will not be compelled to accept an imposed arrangement that would
                  limit its alliance options or military capabilities. It also appears probable that
                  the integration of Ukraine into European security structures will deepen further by
                  means of European support for Ukraine in both the NATO and EU frameworks (and in ad
                  hoc formats). However, the exact modalities of this inclusion are still under discussion.
                  The end goal of Ukraine’s advanced relationship with NATO is in dispute, and the question
                  of Ukraine’s relationship to the EU has also not been completely resolved.
               

               As regards the EU, Ukraine was granted candidate country status in June 2022, and
                  accession negotiations were formally announced in December 2023. However, Ukraine’s
                  entry into the EU depends on many future steps being taken by both sides. Although
                  the European Commission is fully behind the process and recognises the significant
                  progress that Kyiv has made, some acute political obstacles remain. Not only can the
                  process be blocked at various points by any given EU member state, but concerns about
                  rule of law issues, economic competition, and insufficiently addressed historical
                  grievances have emerged (or re-emerged).
               

               Since the EU accession process is lengthy, it is likely that the positions of various
                  member states will change over time and that the question of EU enlargement to Ukraine
                  will become more politicised. In several EU societies, majorities are against Ukraine
                  joining the Union, according to opinion polls.12 Kyiv’s accession thus cannot be seen as a given. At the same time, if Ukraine manages
                  to carry out the necessary reforms and meet the accession criteria, the EU will have
                  difficulty retracting its commitment, unless it is in deep crisis. It could, however,
                  prolong the process, leading to disillusionment in Ukraine.
               

               It should be noted that Ukraine is already incorporated on similar terms as EU member
                  states into the SAFE instrument for defence procurement, which highlights the EU’s
                  willingness to increasingly involve Kyiv in security and defence planning. Another
                  indication of this is the creation of the EU-Ukraine Task Force on Defence Industrial
                  Cooperation, which met for the first time in May 2025 and “aims to foster Ukraine’s
                  integration into the EU defence innovation ecosystem”.13 The pace of assistance to Ukraine, which has changed over time, depending on the
                  actor involved, has had a significant effect on the trajectory of the war.14 Thus, it is not only the extent to which European actors assist Ukraine and integrate Kyiv into security structures,
                  but also the tempo at which they do this that can have a decisive impact.
               

               As regards Ukraine’s integration into NATO, it has progressed and is likely to continue.
                  The Ukrainian army has consistently been trained since 2014 to meet NATO standards.
                  Since 2022 a Comprehensive Assistance Package has been put in place “to help rebuild
                  the Ukrainian security and defence sector and transition Ukraine towards full interoperability
                  with NATO”. This has been complemented by NATO Security Assistance and Training for
                  Ukraine, established in 2024 to coordinate support for the Ukrainian military in these
                  two areas. Even more tangibly, the alliance has also committed itself to a Pledge
                  of Long-Term Security Assistance for Ukraine, which is intended to ensure sustainable
                  levels of funding in the coming years.15 Finally, the upgrading of the NATO-Ukraine Commission to the NATO-Ukraine Council
                  in July 2023 further “demonstrates the strengthening of political ties and Ukraine’s
                  increasing integration with NATO”.16

               Despite these very significant developments, Ukraine’s admission into NATO seems unlikely
                  in the foreseeable future. This is not only due to US opposition to Ukraine as a NATO
                  member – a rare point of convergence between the Biden and Trump administrations.
                  Other member states, such as Germany, Hungary, and Slovakia, have expressed scepticism
                  about this prospect for reasons ranging from risk aversion to ideological affinity
                  with Russia. However, the German position appears to be shifting under the current
                  government of Friedrich Merz.17 Even among those actors that officially support the idea of Ukraine joining NATO,
                  such as France and the Nordics, the timeline for Ukraine’s entry remains unclear and
                  is linked to ending the war.
               

               Finally, one point of divergence among the actors is the extent to which they link
                  Ukrainian security to that of Europe as a whole. For the EU, the UK, Poland, the Nordics,
                  France, and increasingly Germany, this connection is explicit, while for Italy and
                  Turkey, it is more implicit or left unsaid. On the contrary, Hungary and Slovakia
                  view Ukraine as a buffer state outside of European security structures. Those actors
                  who clearly see a link are more active in finding ways to integrate Ukraine into existing
                  defence and security frameworks. Those who draw a distinction between Ukrainian and
                  European security are more inclined to perceive their support for Ukraine as being
                  separate from their efforts to bolster security within the EU and/or NATO.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Russia’s long-term exclusion from the European security order

               Something close to a consensus has emerged that Russia represents a serious and enduring
                  threat to NATO, the EU, and their member states. Even those countries, such as Italy
                  and Germany, that were in favour of (and engaged in) cooperation with Russia prior
                  to 2022 have adopted a critical attitude, combined with efforts to decouple their
                  economies from Russia. There are nonetheless differences in the longer-term assessments
                  of Russia across the actors analysed.
               

               Some actors, such as the UK, the Nordics, Poland, France, and more recently Germany,
                  clearly express their evaluations of the Russian regime and its domestic and foreign
                  policy goals. They doubt that Russia would be satisfied with controlling Ukraine and
                  believe it will remain an aggressive force that is determined to undermine security
                  and democracy in Europe. They generally contend that a post-Putin Russia may pursue
                  the same kind of policy. A second group, comprised of countries such as Turkey and
                  to a lesser extent Italy, has been more reticent to articulate its assumptions about
                  Russia’s objectives.
               

               A third group, comprising Hungary and Slovakia, is favourable to Russia’s positions
                  because of energy dependency, authoritarian tendencies, and ideological proximity.
                  These two Russia-friendly governments have the potential to act as spoilers. However,
                  upcoming elections in 2026 in Hungary and in 2027 in Slovakia could alter the foreign
                  policy courses of these two states, as their political challengers are likely to rebuild
                  ties with the EU and Ukraine. Even if this does not occur, the situation is more ambiguous
                  than it often appears. Bratislava is unlikely to block key decisions on Ukraine and
                  Russia, while Budapest remains supportive of NATO, even if it is capable of postponing
                  crucial decisions within the EU context. Finally, the Czech Republic could change
                  course after the victory of Andrej Babiš’s party in the parliamentary election in
                  October 2025, jeopardising the Czech ammunition initiative.
               

               In the medium term, however, the approach to European security will develop along
                  an axis of confrontation with Russia, despite opposition by certain European actors
                  (Hungary, Slovakia) and ambivalence on the part of others (Turkey, Italy). Most actors
                  analysed view NATO as the main vehicle for deterring Russia and defending Europe.
                  They foresee a phase in which the existing architecture will be strengthened – and
                  European solidarity will be bolstered – in order to withstand the various kinetic
                  and hybrid threats coming from Moscow, and to manage the uncertainty coming from Washington.
               

               The war on Ukraine has led to a massive increase in defence spending in Europe. According
                  to SIPRI methodology, Russia’s military expenditure grew by 38 per cent to reach US$149
                  billion dollars in 2024. Meanwhile, all NATO members increased their military spending.
                  European NATO members spent US$454 billion in total in 2024, which represented only
                  30 per cent of total spending across the Alliance.18 In addition, much more attention has been paid to countering Russian hybrid attacks
                  in the cyber and information spheres and making the states and societies in Europe
                  more resilient.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Mitigating challenges and ensuring the preferred order

               In sum, a critical mass of European actors is in favour of preserving NATO and the
                  EU as the primary institutions of European security. A future European security architecture
                  will likely rely on a NATO in which European allies are more involved in terms of
                  both capabilities and command structure, and on an EU that plays a larger role in
                  Europe’s defence and deepens its cooperation with NATO. Assuming that Ukraine maintains
                  its full sovereignty at the end of the war, it will gradually be further integrated
                  into EU and NATO structures, presumably leading to membership in both at some relatively
                  distant point. Russia, on the other hand, will remain an actor that needs to be contained
                  and deterred for the foreseeable future. A tipping point has thus been reached, meaning
                  that a sufficient majority of the key European actors studied now see Ukraine’s future
                  within the European security architecture and Russia’s future outside of it.
               

               Various military contingencies could prevent this architecture from consolidating,
                  however. There are uncertainties as to whether the Ukrainian army and society can
                  withstand a war of attrition of this magnitude. The conclusion of Russia’s aggression
                  in Ukraine in Moscow’s favour would jeopardise Ukraine’s integration into Western
                  structures. It could also embolden the Kremlin to intensify its attacks on other European
                  countries, using hybrid or even kinetic means, since its resources would have been
                  partially freed up. Moscow has avoided direct confrontation with NATO so far. However,
                  the prospect of an overt attack on a NATO member state should not be ruled out, given
                  Russia’s tremendous investment in arms production, its sustained effort to develop
                  the Youth Army (Yunarmiya), and its growing insistence on Europe as the primary enemy. There is also uncertainty
                  about the extent to which the US will reduce its security footprint in Europe, concerning
                  both its activity within NATO and its support for Ukraine. A sudden and rapid withdrawal
                  would increase vulnerabilities across Europe (including Ukraine) in the short term
                  and require a faster European reaction.
               

               Political contingencies could also impede the consolidation of this enhanced architecture.
                  In the international arena, the emergence of an “authoritarian alliance” between Russia,
                  China, North Korea, and other countries would seriously threaten not only European
                  security, but also democracy as currently practiced in Europe, especially if the US
                  were to tacitly support this alliance. In the regional arena, Eurosceptic and populist
                  parties may come to power in additional countries, possibly in some of the more influential
                  EU member states. This trend would alter the current balance we have described, giving
                  illiberal regimes a much greater role in decision-making. This, in turn, would shift
                  existing preferences regarding not only the role of institutions, but also the question
                  of Ukraine’s inclusion into and Russia’s exclusion from the European security order.
               

               To increase the likelihood of implementing the current preferences regarding European
                  security, several steps should be considered. First and most acutely, a Russian military
                  victory needs to be avoided at all costs. This implies supporting Ukraine with all
                  instruments available and simultaneously continuing to weaken the Russian war machine.
                  Thus, it is key to build up European capabilities while reducing Russia’s military
                  and industrial potential significantly, both directly and with Ukraine’s assistance.
               

               Second, cohesion in European societies needs to be retained and improved. This means
                  explaining why enormous amounts of resources are being allocated to defence (including
                  hybrid threats) while also investing in social policy, especially in countries where
                  support for Ukraine is less certain. Otherwise, extremist forces will gain additional
                  traction by maintaining that defence spending is taking priority over citizens’ well-being.
                  In fact, even moderate parties are already expressing concerns about increasing defence
                  budgets at the expense of other areas, especially in countries such as France and
                  Italy, where levels of public debt are dangerously high and budgets are therefore
                  severely constrained.
               

               Third, the time factor needs to be taken into account. The pace at which Europe is
                  able to move forward along these various tracks will, in part, determine the extent
                  to which the above-mentioned obstacles can be minimised, and indeed whether or not
                  a worst-case scenario involving a concurrence of different obstacles can be avoided.
               

               In sum, the consistent emphasis on NATO and the EU as two essential pillars of an
                  upgraded European security architecture points to a primarily status quo-oriented
                  approach, even if the EU has made significant advances in the realm of security and
                  defence in recent years. This has the advantage of relying on tried and trusted structures
                  in a period of great uncertainty, as Russia pursues its escalatory strategy unrelentingly.
                  However, the question for the coming years will be whether a revised NATO-EU framework
                  will be sufficient to ensure European security in a rapidly evolving environment.
                  The more the US decides to reduce its security footprint in Europe, the more acute
                  this question will become. This is why flexible formats such as the “Coalition of
                  the Willing” may gain relevance, as will the continuous integration of Ukraine into
                  the EU and NATO. Given Ukraine’s experience with taking sweeping and innovative steps
                  to defend itself, cooperation with Kyiv can help to prepare other European actors
                  for dealing with future challenges.
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