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Introduction
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Europe enters the twenty-first century facing a paradox it did not expect to confront. For decades, the continent believed it had transcended the geopolitical realities that defined its past. The horrors of two world wars, the ideological division of the Cold War, and the violent collapse of Yugoslavia seemed to belong to a previous age. Europe imagined itself at the forefront of a new global order—one shaped by integration, economic interdependence, legal cooperation, and democratic norms. Many assumed that military conflict on the continent had become unthinkable and that the tools of diplomacy, trade, and multilateral governance would be sufficient to guarantee long-term stability. The European Union became not merely a political project but a civilizational narrative: an assertion that the logic of power politics had been replaced by the logic of law, that economic growth would displace military rivalry, and that security could be achieved through cooperation rather than deterrence.

Yet the world that emerged around Europe proved far less stable than the one envisioned in Brussels, Berlin, or Paris. The return of geopolitical competition, the resurgence of authoritarian powers, the weaponisation of interdependence, and the rapid transformation of technology have undermined the foundations of Europe’s post–Cold War optimism. Events once dismissed as marginal—the cyberattacks on Estonia in 2007, Russia’s invasion of Georgia in 2008, the annexation of Crimea in 2014, waves of disinformation during elections, proxy conflicts in the Middle East and Africa, and China’s growing strategic assertiveness—were early signals that Europe’s security environment was changing. These warnings went largely unheeded. Many European governments continued to reduce defence spending, shrink their armed forces, and rely on diplomatic mechanisms to manage threats that were no longer interested in being managed.

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 shattered the illusion of a post-historical Europe. It revealed that power politics, territorial ambition, and coercive force remain central elements of international affairs. It exposed Europe’s dependence on external military protection, its industrial fragility, and its vulnerability to hybrid tactics that exploit the openness of democratic societies. The war did not create Europe’s security challenges—it exposed them. It brought to light structural weaknesses long present but overlooked: fragmented governance, divergent national priorities, insufficient defence spending, industrial incapacity, societal polarization, and limited readiness for crises. These weaknesses did not arise suddenly; they were the cumulative result of three decades of strategic complacency.

Europe’s challenges, however, extend far beyond conventional conflict. Hybrid threats—cyberattacks, disinformation campaigns, economic coercion, sabotage, and influence operations—now targets the continent continuously. These tools exploit Europe's defining strengths: democratic governance, open societies, free media, globalised economies, and the rule of law. Hybrid adversaries understand that the most effective way to weaken Europe is not through military invasion but through corrosive pressure that erodes trust, fractures cohesion, and paralyzes decision-making (Galeotti, 2019). In this environment, the line between war and peace blurs, and security is no longer the domain of militaries alone. It becomes a societal challenge, requiring engagement from citizens, industries, institutions, and governments alike.

Europe’s strategic environment is shaped by developments across multiple domains. The geopolitical landscape is defined by Russian revisionism, Chinese economic and technological influence, instability in the Middle East and North Africa, and the shifting priorities of the United States (Hamilton, 2020; Benner & Gaspers, 2019). The technological landscape is shaped by artificial intelligence, quantum computing, cyber warfare, space systems, drones, and deepfakes—tools that reshape the nature of conflict and empower non-state actors alongside states. The economic landscape is shaped by global supply-chain dependencies, energy vulnerabilities, and competition for critical minerals (IEA, 2021). The societal landscape is shaped by polarization, demographic change, misinformation, and declining trust in institutions (Norris & Inglehart, 2019). Europe’s security challenges therefore cannot be addressed through military measures alone; they require a comprehensive, multi-dimensional approach that integrates defence, diplomacy, industry, technology, and social resilience.

This book examines Europe’s vulnerabilities, strengths, and strategic choices across these interconnected domains. It explores how hybrid threats exploit infrastructural weaknesses, political fragmentation, digital dependence, and societal division. It analyses the structural forces shaping Europe’s geopolitical environment, from Russia’s strategy to China’s influence operations to the instability in Europe’s southern neighbourhood. It evaluates Europe’s defence industrial capacity, revealing both its impressive technological potential and its profound fragmentation. It examines societal readiness, civic engagement, and the human dimension of resilience, demonstrating that Europe’s security will depend as much on its citizens as on its armies. It assesses divergent national priorities and spending patterns, showing how internal divisions weaken Europe’s strategic coherence. It then considers the future—offering a perspective on the paths Europe may take, the obstacles it must confront, and the decisions that will shape its fate.

The central argument is clear: Europe stands at a historical crossroads. It can continue along a path of strategic fragmentation, political complacency, and selective engagement, hoping that crises will be contained or resolved externally. Or it can choose to embrace a new strategic maturity—building resilience, strengthening defence, revitalising industry, and cultivating societal unity. Europe has the resources, talent, and institutions needed to secure its future. What remains uncertain is whether it has the political will and strategic clarity to use them.

This introduction sets the stage for a deeper exploration of the forces reshaping European security. It invites the reader to view Europe not through the lens of nostalgia for a post–Cold War peace, nor through deterministic pessimism, but through the lens of strategic realism. Europe’s vulnerabilities are real, but they are not irreversible. Its strengths are substantial, but they are not yet fully mobilised. Its future is contested, but it is not predetermined. The chapters that follow analyse these challenges in detail, revealing both the risks Europe faces and the possibilities it can seize if it chooses to act with purpose, unity, and resilience.
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Part I - Europe’s Vulnerabilities in Modern Conflict

1 - Historical Context of European Defence
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Europe’s contemporary defence posture is the product of centuries of conflict, shifting alliances, and evolving geopolitical realities. Understanding the historical context is essential to grasp why Europe today exhibits both remarkable strengths and notable weaknesses in facing modern threats. The continent’s defence trajectory has been shaped by imperial rivalries, two world wars, the Cold War division, the post-1991 security order, and the expansion of NATO and the European Union. These developments produced a complex security landscape marked by ambition, fragmentation, and interdependence.

The legacy of the early twentieth century continues to influence European defence thinking. The devastation of the First World War, which claimed over eight million military lives, transformed public and elite attitudes toward military force (Stevenson 2012). The interwar period was marked by political instability and a yearning for peace, yet these aspirations proved insufficient to deter the aggression that led to the Second World War. The absolute destruction of 1939–1945 left deep psychological and structural scars. The war not only demolished infrastructure and military capacity but also reshaped the strategic priorities of European states, many of which renounced large-scale militarisation in favour of economic reconstruction (Mazower 1999).

In the post-war years, the United States emerged as Europe’s principal protector. The Marshall Plan of 1948 and the creation of NATO in 1949 established a security architecture that effectively outsourced a significant portion of Europe’s defence responsibilities to Washington (Kaplan 2004). NATO’s founding principle, articulated in Article 5, was designed to deter Soviet expansion and reassure Western Europe of collective security. However, this arrangement also set the stage for long-term dependency, as many European states relied heavily on U.S. military power rather than developing their own capabilities in a balanced manner.

The Cold War entrenched this dynamic. While NATO expanded its organisational sophistication, Western Europe’s defence spending varied widely. Some states, such as the United Kingdom and France, invested heavily in nuclear deterrence and global military capabilities. Others, including Germany and many smaller states, adopted more restrained approaches due to historical sensitivities or resource constraints (Baylis et al. 2017). As a result, Europe developed a patchwork of defence capacities without a unified strategic identity.

Eastern Europe, meanwhile, was locked into the Soviet-led Warsaw Pact. States such as Poland, Czechoslovakia, and East Germany were integrated into a highly centralised, ideologically driven military machine. Their security policies were shaped entirely by Moscow, leaving little room for independent defence thinking (Zubok 2007). The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 fundamentally altered the continent’s security balance. Former Warsaw Pact members sought integration with NATO and the EU, viewing these institutions as guarantors of stability and prosperity.

The 1990s brought a wave of optimism, sometimes referred to as the “post-history” era, where many European leaders believed large-scale war on the continent was unthinkable (Fukuyama 1992). Defence budgets fell across Europe as governments embraced the “peace dividend.” This reduction in military expenditure led to diminished force readiness, ageing equipment, and reduced strategic planning. While NATO undertook operations in the Balkans, these missions highlighted significant European dependence on U.S. logistical and intelligence support (Daalder and O’Hanlon 2000).

The introduction of the European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP) in 1999 and the later Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) represented attempts to strengthen Europe’s autonomous role. However, the progress of these initiatives was slow. Structural limitations, diverging national interests, and limited political will hindered the development of robust EU-level defence capabilities (Howorth 2014). Despite ambitions for a more integrated approach, Europe continued to rely heavily on NATO’s structures.

The attacks of 11 September 2001 and subsequent wave of global terrorism shifted the strategic focus once again. While the United States launched large-scale military interventions, Europe concentrated on counterterrorism, intelligence cooperation, and homeland security. Terrorist attacks in Madrid (2004), London (2005), Paris (2015), and Brussels (2016) exposed weaknesses in Europe’s internal security coordination (Bures 2011). These events underscored the need for improved intelligence-sharing mechanisms and highlighted vulnerabilities created by open borders under the Schengen Agreement.

Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 shattered assumptions about a stable post-Cold War order. European governments were forced to reconsider the possibility of conventional conflict on the continent. NATO responded with reassurance measures, enhanced forward presence, and increased joint exercises. Yet the crisis also exposed divisions within Europe, as states with differing historical relationships with Russia held conflicting views on appropriate responses (Götz 2016). Defence spending began to rise, but not uniformly or sufficiently.

Simultaneously, hybrid warfare emerged as a defining strategic challenge. Russia’s use of disinformation, cyberattacks, energy leverage, and covert operations demonstrated how non-military tools could destabilise societies and influence political processes (Galeotti 2016). These tactics exploited the openness and democratic nature of European states, revealing vulnerabilities in media literacy, political cohesion, and cybersecurity infrastructure.

By the early 2020s, Europe found itself confronting a multidimensional threat landscape but struggling with persistent structural weaknesses. Defence budgets remained below NATO’s recommended 2% of GDP in many states. Procurement processes were slow, fragmented, and often influenced by national industrial interests. Strategic cultures remained divergent, with some countries advocating a more assertive defence posture and others prioritising diplomacy and restraint. The historical trajectory of European defence, therefore, can be summarised as a progression from fragmentation to alliance-dependence, followed by attempts at integration that have yet to fully mature. Europe’s strengths—economic integration, collective institutions, and diplomatic influence—coexist with vulnerabilities stemming from underinvestment, political disunity, and reliance on external powers.

Understanding this history is crucial for evaluating Europe’s present-day defence weaknesses. Modern threats—whether conventional, terrorist, hybrid, or cyber—intersect with longstanding structural patterns. The continent’s future security depends on its ability to learn from this history and adapt to a rapidly changing strategic environment.
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2 - Conventional Military Vulnerabilities - Force Readiness
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Force readiness represents one of the most critical yet persistently underestimated weaknesses in Europe’s conventional military posture. Although European states collectively possess advanced equipment, sizable personnel pools, and access to robust alliance structures through NATO, their ability to deploy, sustain, and coordinate forces in a high-intensity conflict remains significantly constrained. These shortcomings stem from decades of underinvestment, political hesitation, logistical fragmentation, and structural dependencies on U.S. capabilities. The modern strategic environment—marked by rapid mobilisation requirements, multi-domain operations, and renewed great-power competition—exposes these readiness gaps with increasing clarity.

A foundational issue is the long-term decline in defence spending that followed the end of the Cold War. Many European nations embraced the so-called peace dividend, dramatically reducing troop numbers, closing bases, and scaling back procurement programmes (Lindley-French 2015). While this shift reflected domestic priorities and the perceived absence of major threats, it left armed forces hollowed out. In several countries, force structures became optimised for low-intensity missions such as peacekeeping rather than conventional deterrence. As a result, Europe entered the 2020s with militaries that were professionalised but often too small, overstretched, and under-equipped for sustained operations against a near-peer adversary (Béraud-Sudreau and Giegerich 2020).

Equipment readiness remains a central concern. Numerous reports highlight that a significant proportion of European military assets are non-operational at any given moment. For example, parliamentary reviews in Germany revealed that only a fraction of its helicopters, aircraft, and armoured vehicles were mission-ready due to maintenance backlogs and supply chain issues (Chase 2019). Similar patterns exist in Italy, Spain, and Belgium, where budget constraints have reduced spare parts stocks and delayed modernisation programmes. These deficiencies undermine not only national capabilities but also NATO-wide readiness, given Europe’s role in alliance deterrence.

Readiness challenges also stem from limited personnel availability. Many European armies struggle to meet recruitment targets, particularly those transitioning from conscription to volunteer forces. Professional militaries offer higher skill levels but require sustained investment in training and career retention, which several countries have struggled to maintain (King 2011). Furthermore, demographic changes—including ageing populations and shrinking youth cohorts—compound these recruitment pressures.

Interoperability within Europe is another major obstacle. Although NATO has developed common standards and conducts regular multinational exercises, national militaries still rely on divergent command systems, incompatible equipment, and varied doctrines (Ringsmose and Rynning 2017). This fragmentation reduces the speed and effectiveness of joint operations. In a high-tempo conflict, the inability to rapidly integrate multinational force components would significantly hinder Europe’s responsiveness.

Logistics constitute a further weakness. Modern warfare requires rapid movement of troops and materiel across long distances. European militaries face significant mobility challenges due to outdated infrastructure, regulatory barriers, and limited heavy-lift capabilities. Despite improvements through NATO’s “Military Schengen” initiative, the ability to move large forces efficiently across borders remains insufficient (Peterson and Binnendijk 2019). The lack of sufficient transport aircraft, rail capacity, and pre-positioned supplies severely restricts Europe’s operational flexibility.

The reliance on the United States amplifies these gaps. U.S. forces provide essential enablers such as intelligence, surveillance, reconnaissance (ISR), aerial refuelling, missile defence, and advanced command-and-control systems (Hamilton 2020). Without these, many European militaries would struggle to conduct large-scale or high-tech operations. While NATO’s structure assumes shared responsibility, the disproportionate contribution by the U.S. creates strategic dependency. This dependency becomes problematic when American political priorities shift or when European interests diverge from Washington.

Training and exercise cycles further reflect readiness challenges. Although NATO has significantly increased its tempo of joint exercises since 2014, the scale often remains below that required for preparing forces for major warfighting scenarios. Many European militaries face constraints in available training areas, ammunition stocks, and funding for realistic, large-scale manoeuvres (Sloan 2016). Without robust training, even well-equipped units cannot maintain high readiness.

Strategic culture also plays a role. Many European societies remain deeply sceptical about military expansion, influenced by historical legacies of war and norms emphasising diplomacy and economic tools of power (Krotz 2011). While these values contribute positively to Europe’s identity, they also create political barriers to strengthening military readiness. Governments often struggle to justify sustained defence investment or public support for major operational commitments. This tension between strategic necessity and domestic political constraint slows the pace of reform.

The war in Ukraine has served as a wake-up call, revealing both the importance of readiness and the scale of Europe’s deficiencies. European aid to Ukraine—while substantial—highlighted the limited stockpiles and industrial capacity of many states. Ammunition production proved insufficient for prolonged high-intensity combat, with some countries possessing only days or weeks of munitions at wartime expenditure rates (Klein 2023). These revelations prompted several governments to announce increased defence spending, but translating financial commitments into improved readiness requires time, political stability, and industrial adaptation.

Europe’s force readiness challenges stem from a confluence of structural, political, logistical, and cultural factors. While Europe’s militaries retain considerable strengths—professional personnel, advanced technology in certain domains, and strong alliance frameworks—their ability to respond rapidly and decisively to a major conventional threat remains constrained. Addressing these shortcomings will require sustained investment, deeper integration, and a shift in mindset from crisis-driven reaction to long-term strategic preparation.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


3 - Capability Gaps
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Europe’s conventional capability gaps represent some of the most visible and strategically consequential weaknesses in its defence posture. While many European militaries possess pockets of excellence—advanced fighter jets, high-quality special forces, or modern naval platforms—the continent as a whole suffers from critical shortfalls across several domains necessary for large-scale, sustained, and technologically sophisticated warfare. These gaps are structural, long-standing, and often politically sensitive, making them difficult to close even as the security environment becomes more demanding.

A primary issue is the imbalance between high-end equipment and the supporting systems required to employ that equipment effectively. Modern air forces, for example, may operate advanced multirole aircraft like the Eurofighter Typhoon or Rafale, yet lack sufficient munitions, maintenance capacity, or pilot flight hours to maximise their potential (Bronk 2020). Air fleets are often smaller than required, constrained by limited procurement budgets and high unit costs. The result is a force structure that looks impressive on paper but struggles to sustain intensive operations.

Another critical gap lies in air and missile defence. Most European states possess minimal capabilities against ballistic or hypersonic threats, relying heavily on U.S. systems such as the Aegis Ballistic Missile Defense or Patriot batteries deployed through NATO (Larsen 2018). Indigenous European systems exist but are insufficient in number and limited in scope. As the threat from advanced missile systems grows—particularly from Russia and, increasingly, from proliferating technologies—Europe’s lack of comprehensive, layered air defence constitutes a major vulnerability.

Europe also faces substantial shortfalls in artillery and long-range fires. The war in Ukraine highlighted the decisive role of heavy artillery in modern conflict and exposed how few European states maintain adequate stockpiles or industrial capacity to produce ammunition at scale (Gady 2023). Many armies downsized their artillery forces during the post-Cold War era, prioritising expeditionary capabilities over high-intensity land combat. This shift created a dangerous gap now only partially addressed through emergency procurement and industrial ramp-up efforts. Intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) is another area of weakness. While some countries possess advanced capabilities, such as the UK’s Rivet Joint aircraft or France’s satellite assets, Europe lacks a fully integrated ISR architecture capable of providing persistent, real-time situational awareness across the continent (Bendiek and Schulze 2020). Limited UAV fleets, insufficient satellite coverage, and fragmented national intelligence services hinder Europe’s ability to detect threats early and coordinate responses efficiently.

Cyber and electronic warfare capabilities also lag behind those of major adversaries. Although certain European states—particularly Estonia, France, and the UK—have made significant progress, many others lack offensive cyber capacity or robust defensive structures. Electronic warfare, crucial for disrupting enemy sensors and communications, remains underdeveloped in most European militaries (Jones 2019). This deficit undermines Europe’s ability to conduct operations in contested electromagnetic environments.

Logistical capabilities represent another major gap. Modern conflict requires vast quantities of ammunition, fuel, spare parts, and medical supplies. Yet many European nations maintain minimal stockpiles and rely on just-in-time supply chains ill-suited for wartime conditions (Béraud-Sudreau 2021). Strategic airlift and sealift capacities—a cornerstone of rapid response—remain insufficient. The European Air Transport Command helps mitigate this issue, but dependence on a limited number of transport aircraft and leased commercial platforms persists.

Naval forces across Europe face their own challenges. While countries such as France, the UK, and Italy operate advanced frigates and submarines, the overall size of European fleets has declined sharply since the Cold War. Many navies struggle with maintenance delays, personnel shortages, and ageing vessels (Liwowski 2017). European capacity to project maritime power beyond regional waters is therefore limited, reducing global reach and restricting Europe’s ability to secure sea lines of communication.

Land forces also exhibit significant capability gaps. Armoured units in several countries lack modern battle tanks or infantry fighting vehicles. Germany’s procurement delays and maintenance issues have repeatedly made headlines, while smaller states operate outdated Soviet-era equipment with limited upgrade prospects (Mölling and Schmidt 2020). These shortfalls directly undermine NATO’s deterrence posture, especially along the eastern flank.

Perhaps the most systemic issue is the fragmentation of defence industries and procurement processes. Europe maintains dozens of different weapons systems across its member states, often performing similar roles but lacking interoperability (Biscop 2016). For instance, Europe operates over a dozen types of infantry fighting vehicles and nearly as many main battle tanks. This fragmentation inflates costs, complicates logistics, and hampers joint operations. Collaborative projects like the Future Combat Air System (FCAS) and the Main Ground Combat System (MGCS) aim to address this issue, but progress is slow and burdened by political disagreements.

Nuclear deterrence further illustrates Europe’s uneven capability landscape. Only France and the United Kingdom possess independent nuclear forces, leaving the rest of Europe reliant on the U.S. nuclear umbrella (Tertrais 2018). While NATO’s nuclear-sharing arrangements provide some reassurance, they also highlight the dependence of many European states on external strategic capabilities.

Across these domains, the underlying driver of Europe’s capability gaps is the mismatch between political ambitions and actual investment. European leaders frequently advocate for strategic autonomy or a stronger European role in global security, yet the resources allocated to defence remain insufficient for such aspirations. Even recent increases in defence spending will take years to translate into real capability improvements, due to long procurement cycles and overstretched defence industries (Fiott 2022).

Europe’s capability gaps are extensive, deeply rooted, and strategically consequential. They restrict the continent’s ability to deter adversaries, respond quickly to crises, or sustain prolonged operations. Closing these gaps requires not only increased investment but also political will, industrial coordination, and a willingness to consolidate and integrate defence efforts across national boundaries.
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3 - Reliance on NATO and the United States
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Europe’s reliance on NATO—and, by extension, the United States—forms one of the most defining characteristics of its modern defence posture. This reliance has shaped the continent’s strategic culture, investment patterns, military structures, and political outlook. While the transatlantic alliance has been remarkably successful at preserving peace in Europe for over seven decades, it has also created systemic dependencies that undermine Europe’s ability to act autonomously in times of crisis. These dependencies manifest across multiple dimensions: strategic decision-making, operational capabilities, logistics, intelligence, and deterrence.

NATO was built on the premise of collective defence, and the United States has always been its central pillar. Since the alliance’s founding in 1949, the U.S. has provided the bulk of its military power, contributing not only the majority of forces but also the technological, logistical, and nuclear backbone required for credible deterrence (Smith 2019). This overwhelming American role, while stabilising, has allowed many European states to reduce national defence spending and instead rely on the alliance as their primary security guarantee.

Following the end of the Cold War, Europe’s strategic dependence deepened. With the Soviet threat gone, European states sharply reduced force structures, closed bases, cut procurement projects, and shifted their focus toward economic integration and social welfare. Defence budgets declined significantly across the continent, leaving NATO even more reliant on U.S. capabilities to fill operational gaps (Lindley-French 2015). This imbalance became increasingly visible during NATO missions in Afghanistan and Libya, where European forces demonstrated professionalism but lacked key enabling capabilities.

One of the most critical dependencies is the reliance on U.S. intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR). The United States controls the majority of NATO’s satellite surveillance, signals intelligence, and airborne reconnaissance assets (Hamilton 2020). Without U.S. ISR, European forces would struggle to maintain situational awareness in major operations. European attempts to build independent capabilities—such as the EU’s Copernicus satellite programme—are steps in the right direction but still far from matching U.S. capability depth.

Europe also depends heavily on the United States for strategic airlift and mobility. Modern military operations require rapid movement of personnel and equipment, typically over long distances. The U.S. possesses hundreds of heavy-lift aircraft, including the C-17 Globemaster and C-5 Galaxy, while European fleets are far smaller and often fragmented across national lines (Peterson and Binnendijk 2019). Although initiatives like the Strategic Airlift Capability (SAC) pool resources from multiple European nations, they remain insufficient for large-scale or sustained deployment.

Aerial refuelling is another domain in which the United States plays an indispensable role. Without U.S. tanker aircraft, European air forces cannot sustain long-duration or high-intensity air operations. This dependency was vividly demonstrated during the 2011 NATO intervention in Libya, where U.S. tankers flew the majority of refuelling missions (Daalder and Stavridis 2012). Despite new tanker acquisitions, Europe still lacks the scale required to independently support major air campaigns.

Nuclear deterrence represents perhaps the most fundamental area of reliance. Only two European states—the United Kingdom and France—maintain independent nuclear arsenals. For most European nations, the U.S. nuclear umbrella remains the core of their strategic protection. NATO’s nuclear-sharing arrangements allow certain European states to host U.S. nuclear weapons, but these arrangements underscore dependence rather than autonomy (Tertrais 2018). As geopolitical tensions rise, debates about the credibility and future of extended deterrence have intensified.

Command and control (C2) structures within NATO further reinforce Europe’s reliance. While Europeans hold important leadership roles, the U.S. maintains significant influence over alliance planning, operational command, and decision-making processes (Ringsmose and Rynning 2017). This arrangement ensures coherence but also limits Europe’s ability to develop independent strategic thinking. Efforts to strengthen the EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) illustrate the desire for more autonomy, yet progress has been slow due to political divisions and resource constraints. In addition to military dependencies, Europe relies on the United States for defence industrial capacity. The U.S. defence industry is globally dominant, producing advanced systems ranging from stealth aircraft to missile defence interceptors. European states frequently procure American equipment to fill capability gaps quickly—such as the widespread purchase of F-35 fighter jets (Fiott 2022). While this improves interoperability, it deepens reliance on American technology, supply chains, and maintenance infrastructure.

Political dynamics further complicate the picture. European security is influenced by shifts in U.S. domestic politics, where isolationist currents periodically challenge commitments to NATO. Events such as the debates during the Trump administration over burden-sharing exposed Europe’s vulnerability to American political fluctuations (Techau 2016). These episodes prompted discussions about “strategic autonomy,” yet European states remain divided on how far such autonomy should go.

The war in Ukraine has brought this dependence into sharper focus. The United States has provided the majority of advanced weapons systems, ammunition, intelligence, and financial support enabling Ukraine to resist Russian aggression (Klein 2023). While European contributions are significant, the war has again highlighted Europe’s weaknesses in production capacity, readiness, and political coordination. Many European leaders now openly acknowledge that without U.S. involvement, Europe alone would struggle to deter or defeat a major adversary.

Despite these dependencies, it is important to emphasise that the transatlantic partnership remains central to European security. The issue is not whether Europe should reject NATO or distance itself from the United States, but rather how Europe can contribute more effectively and become a more capable partner. Strengthening Europe’s role within NATO—through increased investment, deeper integration, and enhanced technological innovation—would not weaken the alliance; it would make it more resilient.

Still, the structural reality is clear: Europe’s ability to defend itself is intrinsically linked to American power. Until European states address capability gaps, expand industrial capacity, and enhance collective decision-making, reliance on the United States will remain a central feature of European defence.
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4 - Terrorism and Internal Security Challenges
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Terrorism remains one of Europe’s most persistent and destabilising security challenges. Although the frequency of large-scale attacks has declined since the mid-2010s, the continent continues to face a complex, evolving threat landscape shaped by ideological extremism, decentralised networks, returning foreign fighters, and radicalisation within vulnerable communities (Neumann 2016). Terrorism exploits Europe’s openness—its free movement of people, democratic institutions, and interconnected societies—creating vulnerabilities that adversaries repeatedly seek to manipulate.

The modern wave of terrorism in Europe has its roots in the early 2000s, particularly following the 9/11 attacks and the subsequent global expansion of jihadist networks. Al-Qaeda’s ideological influence spread across Europe, inspiring cells and lone actors who executed major attacks in Madrid (2004) and London (2005). These attacks exposed significant weaknesses in intelligence-sharing and domestic surveillance, demonstrating how extremist networks exploited gaps between national security systems (Bures 2011).

The 2010s marked a new and even more violent phase, driven largely by the rise of the Islamic State (ISIS). The organisation recruited thousands of European citizens as foreign fighters, creating a pipeline of radicalised individuals with battlefield experience who later returned home (Europol 2018). The Paris attacks of November 2015 and the Brussels bombings of March 2016 highlighted how terrorist groups integrated transnational logistics, social networks, and digital communications to coordinate complex operations. These events also demonstrated a persistent challenge in Europe: radicalised individuals often moved freely across borders, taking advantage of the Schengen Area’s limited internal controls.

Domestic radicalisation remains a major concern. While foreign fighters captured headlines, the majority of recent attacks in Europe have been conducted by homegrown extremists—individuals radicalised online or within marginalised communities (Vidino 2020). The internet has become a powerful tool for recruitment, propaganda dissemination, and operational planning. Social media platforms enable extremist groups to spread narratives rapidly, circumventing traditional security measures and reaching vulnerable individuals directly.

Far-right terrorism has also grown significantly. Groups motivated by white supremacist, neo-Nazi, or anti-government ideologies have become increasingly active across Europe, often inspired by transnational networks and online forums (Mudde 2019). Attacks such as those in Norway (2011), Germany (2019–2020), and the United Kingdom reveal that ideological extremism is not confined to a single religious or ethnic background. This diversification of threats requires broader, more adaptable counterterrorism strategies.

One of Europe’s most persistent weaknesses is the fragmentation of intelligence and law enforcement cooperation. While the EU has made progress through structures like Europol, the Schengen Information System (SIS), and the Passenger Name Record (PNR) framework, national agencies still retain primary authority for counterterrorism (Bossong 2012). Differences in legal frameworks, data protection rules, operational cultures, and political priorities hinder seamless coordination. These gaps create opportunities for terrorists to move, recruit, and operate across borders with relative ease.

Prison radicalisation poses an additional threat. Overcrowded facilities, limited deradicalisation programmes, and insufficient monitoring capacity have enabled extremist ideologies to spread within prison populations (Basra and Neumann 2016). Upon release, poorly supervised individuals may reconnect with extremist networks or attempt attacks independently. Another challenge lies in balancing civil liberties with security imperatives. Europe’s strong legal protections for privacy and freedom of expression complicate surveillance and intelligence collection (Guild and Carrera 2014). While these protections are vital to democratic societies, they sometimes hinder proactive counterterrorism measures, especially in monitoring online radicalisation. Differences between national constitutional frameworks further complicate harmonised EU-wide policies.

Border management remains a vulnerability. Although external borders have been strengthened since 2015, Europol reports continued difficulty in tracking individuals who travel under false identities, use migrant routes to disguise movement, or exploit asylum procedures (Europol 2020). The challenge is not simply technical but political: member states often disagree on burden-sharing, migration policies, and the balance between humanitarian obligations and security needs.

Community cohesion is another strategic factor. Extremist narratives thrive in environments marked by social exclusion, unemployment, discrimination, and identity conflicts (Roy 2017). Counterterrorism is therefore inseparable from broader social policy. Initiatives focused solely on policing or intelligence cannot address the root causes of radicalisation without complementary investments in education, integration, and community engagement. 

Europe also faces a growing threat from lone actors. These individuals often radicalise online, operate independently, and choose simple attack methods—such as knives or vehicles—that leave few opportunities for detection (Gill et al. 2014). The decentralised nature of lone-actor terrorism challenges traditional counterterrorism approaches that rely heavily on identifying networks and communication patterns.

Technological change further complicates the threat landscape. Encrypted communication platforms limit intelligence agencies’ ability to intercept planning activities, while drones, 3D-printed weapons, and cryptocurrency introduce new tactical possibilities for extremist groups (Nesser 2021). Counterterrorism agencies must constantly adapt to stay ahead of rapidly evolving tactics.

Despite these challenges, Europe has made substantial progress. Enhanced data-sharing mechanisms, improved cooperation between intelligence services, strengthened border controls, and more sophisticated deradicalisation programmes have collectively reduced attack frequency. However, the threat has not disappeared—it has merely changed form. Terrorist organisations are resilient, adaptive, and opportunistic.

Ultimately, Europe’s internal security vulnerabilities stem not only from external threats but also from internal fragmentation, political disagreements, and inconsistent resource allocation. Addressing terrorism requires a comprehensive, coordinated strategy that integrates intelligence, policing, border control, community engagement, and digital regulation. Without sustained political commitment and deeper cooperation between member states, Europe will continue to face significant risk from both organised networks
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Part 2 -  Hybrid Warfare

[image: ]




Hybrid warfare is often presented as a new phenomenon, a product of twenty-first-century globalisation, digital interdependence and the rise of cyberspace. Yet long before the term “hybrid threats” entered strategic vocabulary, states, empires and political movements were already using the techniques we now consider hybrid. The blending of military violence with political pressure, influence campaigns, espionage, proxy forces, economic leverage and subversion is as old as organised conflict itself. Today’s hybrid operations—whether cyberattacks, disinformation, economic coercion or covert political manipulation—are simply the modern expression of deep historical patterns. To understand contemporary hybrid threats, it is essential to recognise that the behaviour predates the concept by thousands of years and has shaped statecraft across eras.
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