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On 19 February 2024, the European Union launched 
Operation Aspides, sending initially four frigates un-
der the EU flag to protect shipping in the Red Sea and 
northwest Indian Ocean in response to Houthi attacks 
from Yemen. The EU’s Common Security and Defence 
Policy (CSDP) has always been about capabilities but 
also missions and operations to project power and 
protect EU interests around the world. Currently, 
some 3 500 military personnel and 1 300 civilian ex-
perts are deployed by the EU in Europe, Africa and 
Asia (1). For more than 20 years, the EU has deployed 
troops beyond its borders. But what has been the im-
pact? And what is the future of the EU as a strategic 
actor? At a time when the use of military power is 
surging around the world, the EU is faced with chal-
lenging policy choices and trade-offs, on where and 
how to act, as it takes on a larger role in security 
and defence. To help clarify these choices, this Brief 
presents three alternatives for future EU military 
CSDP missions and operations: 

1. Europe first; 
2. Protecting the commons; and 
3. Back to the future.

Summary

 › 20 years after the first EU military CSDP 
operations in 2003 and in preparation for 
the Rapid Deployment Capacity (RDC) in 
2025, this Brief presents three alternatives 
for what future EU military missions and 
operations could look like.

 › The first alternative extrapolates the strong 
support among EU Member States for mis-
sions and operations in and around Europe. 
The second focuses on protecting the glob-
al commons and specifically the maritime 
dimension. The third alternative places the 
RDC at the core with missions and opera-
tions around the world.

 › Russia’s war against Ukraine makes the 
‘Europe first’ alternative the most likely 
and preferred option. But the EU’s reliance 
on seaborne trade means that it should also 
take on more responsibility for defending 
the global commons at sea.
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ASSESSMENT AND IMPACT
EU military CSDP missions and operations have 
made a difference. Operation Artemis saved lives in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) in 2003 
and Operation Althea has provided stability in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina since 2004, while Operation 
Atalanta has contributed to deterring pirates off 
the Horn of Africa since 2008. More recently, in 
November 2022 the EU swiftly launched a Military 
Assistance Mission (EUMAM) in support of Ukraine 
and will have trained 60 000 Ukrainian troops by the 
end of summer. However, the record is less clear in 
other cases. In the Sahel, the EU has spent more than 
€600 million on civil and military missions over the 
past ten years, training some 30 000 members of the 
security forces and 18 000 soldiers but with little pos-
itive effect (2).

The EU’s CSDP missions and operations are assessed 
through a regular six-monthly reporting mechanism 
and in occasional comprehensive Strategic Reviews 
by the Political and Security Committee (PSC). A key 
question in these official EU assessments is how a 
mission or operation measures up against its man-
date, but also on technical and administrative ef-
ficiency (e.g. how many troops trained, how much 
budget spent, etc). Assessments by outside experts 
tend to focus more on the strategic impact on reduc-
ing conflict (3). What constitutes success can therefore 
be difficult to agree on. Regardless of the approach, 
it should be recalled that EU missions are often man-
dated to implement technical tasks, such as train-
ing or capacity building, but sometimes in countries 
where there is little willingness on the part of the 
host government to improve oversight and build 
professional armed forces (4). This is even more the 
case when others offer cooperation on more attrac-
tive terms. For example, in Mali, the Central African 
Republic (CAR), Libya and Sudan the governments 
have turned to Russia’s Wagner Group for help in 
fighting rebel groups, personal protection and to en-
sure regime stability with little concern for accounta-
bility or human rights, leading the EU to suspend se-
curity cooperation (5). EU missions and operations can 
sometimes overlap with bilateral efforts of Member 
States and other organisations which can also com-
plicate matters in generating forces and resources 
in the EU, and on the ground in partner countries (6). 
In the diagram opposite, EU, NATO, UN and indi-
vidual Member States’ missions and deployments are 
illustrated.

Nevertheless, EU military CSDP missions and opera-
tions are often assessed as having an impact, albeit 
limited due to constraints such as lack of resources 
and unfilled vacancies; high turnover of staff; and 
in training missions, lack of follow-up and too few 
instructors with necessary language skills. National 
caveats, risk aversion, lack of coordination with other 
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EU programmes, poor strategic communication, and 
restrictions on providing arms and equipment do not 
help either (7).

Maybe if EU missions and operations were larger and 
better resourced, the results would be better. The 
European Peace Facility (EPF) and the willingness to 
now fund arms could make the EU’s offering more 
appealing. But vast resources were spent by Western 
powers on security and training of local armies in 
Iraq and Afghanistan to little effect. The Iraqi army’s 
collapse in the face of the Islamic State in 2014-2015 
came three years after the US and coalition forces had 
spent eight years and at least $25 billion in training 
and equipment (8). The equally spectacular disintegra-
tion of the Afghan army in 2021 despite 20 years and 
$90 billion of international support show that time 
and money are not deciding factors (9). In fact, sev-
eral studies even suggest that foreign military train-
ing contributes to instability, insecurity and coups, 
although others disagree (10). In any case, massive 
amounts of donated military equipment were lost in 
Iraq and Afghanistan and are now fuelling conflicts 
in other parts of the world (11). In much of the litera-
ture, it is unclear how much lasting impact foreign 
military training, security sector assistance (SSA) and 
security sector reform (SSR) missions really have.

FUTURE MILITARY 
CSDP OPERATIONS
Given the mixed record and lessons learned from EU 
military CSDP missions and operations over the past 
20 years, what is their future? With no end in sight to 
Russia’s war against Ukraine, or the 
conflicts in the Middle East, across Africa 
and in East Asia, the EU needs to stay 
globally engaged. But with limited re-
sources, choices must be made on where 
and how the EU should act. In the fol-
lowing section, three alternatives for fu-
ture EU military CSDP are discussed.

Europe first
In this scenario, the EU and its Member States re-
main focused on supporting Ukraine but also sta-
bilising the Eastern neighbourhood, including the 
Western Balkans. EU military CSDP missions and op-
erations are primarily to support EU candidate and 
partnership countries. Building on the widely sup-
ported EUMAM Ukraine in which 24 Member States 
and Norway provide military training to Ukrainian 
troops, future missions could include military train-
ing and capacity building for Moldova and Georgia, 

and perhaps Armenia and Azerbaijan. The con-
tinuing support for Operation Althea after 20 years 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina shows the commitment of 
the EU Member States to military CSDP missions in 
Europe and the Eastern neighbourhood.

The political buy-in and ownership of EU Member 
States and of the partner countries in the Eastern 
neighbourhood for EU CSDP missions and operations 
is key in this alternative and can be expected to re-
main high. Depending on the future political direc-
tion of the United States, and NATO, the EU may have 
to be ready to assume a larger role in stabilising peace 
and security in the post-Soviet space (12). Moldova and 
Georgia are both candidate countries of the Union and 
in the event of armed aggression against them, the 
EU would have to act. The current CSDP Missions in 
Georgia, Moldova and Armenia are civilian but could 
in the future be complemented by military ones.

Protecting the global commons
In the second scenario, the EU and its Member States 
continue to support Ukraine ‘for as long as it takes’ 
but with the maritime domain increasingly contest-
ed, EU military CSDP shifts from training missions 
to naval operations protecting global trade routes 
and undersea infrastructure on which Europe’s and 
the global economy rely. The EU is committed to 
enhance the maritime security of the Union and its 
Member States, including by exercises with partners 
and naval visits. In line with the Strategic Compass, 
the EU adopted a revised Maritime Security Strategy 
(EUMSS) in 2023 (13). This strategy aims to strengthen 
the EU’s ability to respond to threats in the maritime 
domain and protect its interests at sea. While not all 

EU Member States are coastal states, all 
depend on Europe having access to open 
sea routes and seabed infrastructure.

Following the Maritime Strategy and 
building on Operations Aspides, Atalanta 
and Irini as well as the Coordinated 
Maritime Presences (CMP) in the Gulf of 
Guinea and northwest Indian Ocean, the 
EU can provide significant added value in 

the maritime domain. Demand for EU naval presence 
around the world is growing and existing areas of op-
erations can be complemented by new activities in the 
Indo-Pacific. EU Member States are seemingly more 
able and willing to deploy naval forces than land forc-
es as several Member States have shown by contrib-
uting maritime assets to US-led operations, such as 
Prosperity Guardian, and to the French-led Operation 
Agenor in the Strait of Hormuz (14). EU-supported lo-
gistical bases or maritime hubs in key ports from the 
Red Sea to the Strait of Malacca could also be contem-
plated to facilitate permanent European naval pres-
ence in the Indian Ocean and beyond.

The EU may have 
to be ready to 

assume a larger role 
in stabilising peace 
and security in the 
post-Soviet space.
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Back to the future
In the third scenario, the EU and its Member States 
stay true to the ambition in the Strategic Compass 
to be able to respond to imminent threats or quickly 
react to crises outside the Union. In this scenario, 
the Rapid Deployment Capacity (RDC) will be at the 
centre of future military CSDP operations, giving the 
Union the means to swiftly deploy up to 5 000 troops 
with the necessary strategic enablers. By 2025, the EU 
is committed to establishing the RDC, including com-
mand & control functions, flexible decision-making 
arrangements, and an extended scope of common 
costs in place (15).

In this future, the focus of EU military CSDP is shifting 
back from advising, training and capacity-building 
missions to crisis management and peace support 
operations at scale. During the early years of the 
ESDP/CSDP, EU Member States provided soldiers and 
resources for robust military interventions far away 
from Europe (e.g. 3 700 in EUFOR Chad/CAR; 1 800 in 
Operation Artemis in DRC). These operations were of-
ten in support of larger UN efforts, but an increasing-
ly paralysed UN Security Council means that the EU 
may have to shoulder a larger role for conflict man-
agement on its own. And that could require the EU to 
intervene in more than one place at the same time.

CONCLUSION
To be able to respond early and forcefully to exter-
nal conflicts and crises is a strategic priority for the 
EU. The recent launch of Operation Aspides and the 
training of tens of thousands of soldiers in EUMAM 
Ukraine show that the Union can respond when 
needed. However, the disappointing results of sev-
eral EU military CSDP training and capacity-building 
endeavours in the Sahel also demonstrate the chal-
lenges in crafting missions that can deliver lasting 
impact. This Brief has outlined three alternative sce-
narios for future military CSDP missions and opera-
tions. These alternatives are not mutually exclusive 
but can help in focusing the discussion on what role 
the EU can and should play as a growing security 
provider in an unstable world. Each alternative has 
its merits. Nevertheless, with Russia’s war of aggres-
sion against Ukraine continuing unabated and given 
the lessons learned from 20 years of military CSDP 
missions and operations, the ‘Europe first’ alterna-
tive emerges as the most likely and preferred op-
tion. But given Europe’s reliance on seaborne trade 
and seabed infrastructure, the EU should also take on 

greater responsibility for protecting the global com-
mons at sea. This does not mean that there will be no 
European military engagement in other parts of the 
globe. As the diagram on page 2 shows, EU Member 
States are engaged through the UN, NATO, ad-hoc 
coalitions, and in bilateral military and SSA/SSR mis-
sions in many places around the world. However, 
for the EU, a combination of Europe-focused mis-
sions and maritime operations would not only defend 
Union values and interests, but also contribute to in-
ternational security and the common good.
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