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Winds of change

Lionel Sola
EDA Head of Media & Communication

Robin Emmott 
Editor-in-Chief

As the war in Ukraine grinds into its third winter, Kyiv and 
its partners face a test of their resolve, preparedness, and 
commitment to European security. Russia’s deployment of the 
Oreshnik, a ballistic missile capable of carrying nuclear warheads, 
appears calculated to stoke fear. 

For the first time in more than half a century, the Swedish 
government has issued public information leaflets instructing 
households on what to do in the event of war. Meanwhile, Russia’s 
recent missile barrages targeting Ukraine’s energy infrastructure 
have already left millions without power.

Europe’s reliance on U.S. military leadership also faces a moment of 
reckoning, with U.S. President Donald Trump returning to the White 
House. His past criticisms of NATO and demands for even greater 
European defence spending remain unresolved.

In response to Russian aggression, European Union nations are 
ramping up their defence budgets, with a projected collective spend 
of €326 billion in 2024. In this edition of European Defence Matters, 
we hear from Polish armaments company PGZ about Poland’s 
emergence as a leader, setting a target of 4.7% of GDP for defence 
in 2025. Across the EU, defence investments are expected to 
reach a record 31% of total defence expenditure, with research and 
technology spending rising to €5 billion in 2024.

However, the spectre of fragmentation continues to haunt European 
defence efforts. As Josep Borrell, the former head of the European 
Defence Agency (EDA), writes, too much goes on off-the-shelf 
purchases from non-European suppliers, undermining attempts 
to strengthen Europe’s Defence Technological and Industrial  
Base (EDTIB).

Still, there is much progress to celebrate. 

The EDA’s Director of Capability, Armament & Planning (CAP) Stefano 
Cont highlights how the EU’s ‘State of the Union’ on defence has 
broken new ground by fostering collaboration among Member 
States in areas such as air and missile defence, loitering munitions, 
electronic warfare, and a possible new combat vessel.

EDA Chief Executive Jiří Šedivý reflects on the Agency’s expanding 
role, while European Investment Bank Vice President Robert de 
Groot examines the evolving partnership between EDA and the EIB 
in defence financing. We also mark the 10th anniversary of EDA’s 
counter-IED laboratory, and look to the future, drawing insights from 
the Strategic Review of Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO).

Finally, we warmly welcome former Estonian Prime Minister Kaja 
Kallas as the new Head of EDA, Nathalie Guichard as its new Director 
of Research, Technology, and Innovation (RTI), and Sean White as 
its new Director for Industry, Synergies, and Enablers (ISE). All three 
bring a fresh vision for innovation and unity at a time when the 
stakes could scarcely be higher.
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Going beyond 2%
More than 1,000 days have passed since 

the invasion of Ukraine began. Russia’s war 
of aggression remains Europe’s greatest 
security challenge since World War II. Security 
is the prerequisite for everything else – 
freedom, prosperity, and stability. If Russian 
President Vladimir Putin succeeds in Ukraine, 
the cost to Europe will dwarf the resources we 

are currently providing to Kyiv. An aggressive 
and heavily militarised Russia would pose an 
existential threat to the EU. Such an outcome 
would also undermine the rules-based 
international order founded on the United 
Nations Charter, which we advocate globally.

Our mili tary support to Ukraine has 
already been significant, even if it is not 
sufficient. Over 65,000 Ukrainian soldiers 

I 
have ended my mandate during dark and 
dangerous times. My final message is a 
call for urgent action. As I have often said, 
the European Union must learn to speak 

the language of power in global affairs. We 
have made some progress over the past few 
years. However, it is far from enough. We all 
need to step up to ensure peace and 
security for European citizens.  

The Strategic Compass, drawn 
up at a time when few believed 
that Europe was in danger, has 
enabled us to strengthen the EU’s 
role in security and defence. The 
European Peace Facility (EPF) has 
allowed us to break taboos by 
funding arms purchases to help our 
partners. It has been central in our 
support to Ukraine. 

W e  h a v e  n o w  p r o v i d e d 
assistance to more than 20 countries and 
strengthened our ‘Security and Defence 
Par tnerships’,  demonstrat ing Europe’s 
global commitment to stability. We have also 
sharpened our capabilities in areas such as 
countering cyber and hybrid threats, and 
reinforced our work on space security and 
defence, as well as maritime security. But we 
need to do much more.   

Volodymyr Zelenskyy, President of Ukraine, meets Josep Borrell, then High Representative of the EU 
for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and Head of Agency, Kyiv, Ukraine, 11 November 2024. 

With unity and by acting 
quickly, the EU can ensure 
peace and security

Josep Borrell has ended his 
term as Head of the European 
Defence Agency (EDA) and 
High Representative/
Commission Vice-President, 
after five years at the helm of 
European foreign and 
security policy. He reflects on 
why the EU needs to 
strengthen its defences, how 
far it has come, and the 
difficulties ahead.

“Russia’s war of aggression in 
Ukraine remains Europe’s 
greatest security challenge 
since World War II. Security is 
the prerequisite for everything 
else — freedom, prosperity, 
and stability”
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I trust that the new U.S. administration will 
continue this enhanced dialogue in areas 
such as military mobility, for our troops to 
move swiftly across Europe, supply chain 
issues, and the impact of climate change on 
defence. 

Our coming of age
We  a t  E D A  a r e  b a c k i n g  u p  w o r d s 

with actions. From projects worth barely 
€200 million a decade ago, we are now 
managing over €1 billion, including EU-funded 
programmes and projects in Permanent 
Structured Cooperation (PESCO). Though 
a relatively small agency, we have in our 
way, helped addressed Europe’s immediate 
challenges, none more pressing than the war 
in Ukraine. From coordinating military testing 
to helping chart a way ahead on autonomous 
systems, EDA is at the heart of European 
defence cooperation.

My EDA team has reinvigorated the EU’s 
defence review, which is now considered 
the ‘State of the Union’ on defence (see EDM 
page 8). We are helping to bring together 
our Member States to collaborate in areas 
from air and missile defence to a new naval 
combat vessel. 

Other highlights during my mandate at EDA 
include: 

•	Buying 155mm ammunition on behalf 
of Member States for stockpiles and 
Ukraine

•	Transferring the Agency’s Multinational 
Helicopter Training Centre to Portugal

•	Training more than 900 personnel from 14 
EU Member States to counter improvised 
explosive devices (see EDM page 30)

•	Seeing the Multinational Multi-Role 
Tanker Transport Fleet (MRTT), an 
EDA-facilitated project, reach full 
operational capability to provide air-to-air 
refuelling, cargo transport, and medical 
evacuation capabilities worldwide

•	Establishing the Hub for EU Defence 
Innovation (HEDI) within EDA

•	Striving for more access to finance for 
European defence companies

EDA has also helped bring Member 
States together in areas from Low Earth 
Orbit (LEO) satellite development to cloud-
comput ing technologies .  Suppor t ing 
a ero m e dic a l  e va cua t io n  an d jo in t l y 
procuring satellite communications are 
other areas of our work. When it comes 
to green defence, the Agency helps adopt 
cleaner, sustainable energy models.

I wish I could say this were enough. Still, 
I believe I have witnessed a ‘coming of age’ 
of EU defence since 2020. Twenty years 
since EDA was established, we are now 
doing more than ever to help our Member 
States research, develop, buy and operate 
the weapons, systems and technologies 
they need. 

As I leave the Agency, I am acutely aware 
that it will take yet more resources, more 
cooperation, and the buy-in of European 
citizens, to fully embrace the challenge 
ahead. Leaving EDA marks a personal 
‘farewell to arms’ of sorts, but simultaneously, 
I issue a ‘call to arms’ for all, encouraging my 
successor to carry on the mission with 
vigilance and commitment, underscoring the 
enduring importance of our collective effort 
in the realm of EU defence.

I
t is often said that we create a new 
world by sacrificing the old. Little did I 
expect a global pandemic and the return 
of full-scale war to Europe – which both 

marked my mandate – to put an end to old 
certainties so definitively. Russia has left 
us in no doubt that the peace dividend of 
the post-Cold War period, where defence 
resources could be released for other 
purposes, is over. Then add China, which 
has morphed from a trading partner to a 
systemic rival – plus China supports Russia 
against Ukraine.

At a time of rising defence spending, the 
European Union must seize this moment. As 
the United States pivots towards countering 
China, the EU should be ready to shoulder 
more responsibi l i t y.  This is not just a 
necessity – it’s a test of the EU’s long-held 
ambition of greater independence in defence, 
in full complementarity with NATO, and which 
EDA does its utmost to support. 

Much has been said about the goal of 
‘strategic autonomy’. Yes, we must strive to 
uphold our European values of democracy 
and rule of law, and be able to protect 
our citizens. But as we progress, I believe 
‘operational autonomy’ is a better expression 
of what we seek. 

Because firstly, by no means do we wish 
to turn our backs on the United States, and 
secondly Europe is faced with multiple crises 
in our neighbourhood, from the Middle East to 
the Sahel. 

This is not just semantics. As Chief 
E xecut ive,  I  s igned an Administ rat ive 
Arrangement between EDA and the U.S. 
Department of Defense (DoD) in April 2023 to 
formalise transatlantic defence cooperation. 

A farewell to arms for one, 
a call to arms for all

Jiří Šedivý has served as Chief Executive 
of the European Defence Agency (EDA) 
since May 2020. In a career that included 
posts as Czechia’s Minister of Defence, 
NATO Assistant Secretary General for 
Defence Policy and Planning, and 
Czechia’s ambassador to NATO, Šedivý 
ends his term after five years at the helm 
of the Agency. He looks back.   



EUROPEAN DEFENCE MATTERS I 2024 I Issue #28 � 7

CARD
November 2020

EDA proposes the first over-
view of Member States’ plans 
and programmes

HEDI
May 2022

Hub for EU Defence Innovation 
(HEDI) is established within 
EDA 

European Defence Fund
December 2022

EDA begins managing projects 
of the European Defence Fund 

MRTT
March 2023

An EDA-initiated fleet of air-to-air 
refuelling and transport planes 
reaches full operational capability 

MHTC Handover
November 2023

EDA transfers its multinational 
helicopter programme to the 
Multinational Helicopter Train-
ing Centre Sintra, Portugal  

Denmark joins EDA
March 2023

Denmark joins EDA. All 27 EU 
Member States are now mem-
bers of the Agency

EDA Long-Term Review
May 2024

Member States cement the Agen-
cy at the heart of EU defence with 
a reinforced mandate 

Joint Projects
November 2024

Member States sign an EDA 
scheme to develop critical military 
capabilities in specific areas  

U.S. Administrative Arrangement
March 2023

EDA signs an Administrative Ar-
rangement with the U.S. Depart-
ment of Defense

European Patrol Corvette
January 2021

EDA begins its support for 
the European Patrol Corvette 
project

155mm
September 2023

EDA signs framework 
contracts to procure 
155mm ammunition 
on behalf of Member 
States and in sup-
port of Ukraine 

Highlights of 
Jiří Šedivý’s 
term as EDA 
Chief Executive  
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For each of the four areas, work is set 
to develop along several lines, including 
buying existing weapons together in the 
short term, and developing new assets 
jointly in the future. Germany, France and 
Italy are leading in air and missile defence. 
Meanwhi le,  many EU countr ies have 
committed to enhancing their electronic 
warfare capabilities.

Loitering munitions, which can hover 
over targets for extended periods before 
striking, have been crucial in Ukraine’s 
defence, and now, EU countries are working 
together to develop these systems. 

Teaming up to develop critical 
military capabilities

N
a t i o n a l  e f f o r t s ,  w h i l e 
indispensable, are not enough.” 
So says the 2024 EU defence 
review. While EU total military 

spending stands at €326 billion in 2024, 
equivalent to 1.9% of EU GDP, the sheer 
scale of modern threats demands a more 
coordinated approach, the review warns.

The letters of intent signed by EU Member 
States in Brussels, though not binding financial 
commitments, give a political momentum for 
what could be some of the largest collaborative 
projects so far. It is not just about spending 
more; it is about spending together.

“

Ministers of Defence approved the 2024 Coordinated Annual Review on Defence (CARD) – the EU’s  
‘State of the Union’ on defence. The review has found opportunities for EU Member States to develop 
critical military capabilities together. In a significant development, Ministers of Defence signed letters 
of intent across four key areas: integrated air and missile defence (IAMD), electronic warfare, loitering 
munitions, and a combat surface vessel. 

C
O

V
E

R
 S

TO
R

Y OPERATIONAL AUTONOMY

EDA Deputy Chief Executive André Denk at 
the Agency’s Steering Board on  
19 November, 2024, in Brussels.
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European Defence Matters sits down with Stefano 
Cont, the European Defence Agency’s (EDA) Capability, 
Armament and Planning Director, to discuss the origins 
of CARD, and his idea to generate momentum around 
new joint military projects through letters of intent. 

It was Paris, the year: 2016. The defence ministers of 
France, Germany, Italy and Spain had gathered for a 
meeting in the format of the ‘E4’, the four most powerful 
EU countries, joined by the EU’s top diplomat. Was it 
striking that, in a military world, they were all women? 
That was certainly on the mind of Italy’s then Minister of 
Defence Roberta Pinotti – and one of the few men in the 
room, then Italian defence adviser Stefano Cont. “Today, 
don’t say a single word, OK?” Pinotti turned, and smiling, 
whispered to Cont, he recalls. 

As for the European Combat Vessel, 
seven EU nations – among them Belgium 
and the Netherlands – have pledged to 
develop a next-generation naval ship. This 
effort, which will begin with harmonising 
requirements and prepar ing for joint 
procurement, aims to have a vessel sailing 
by 2040.

“The 2024 CARD report emphasises 
that Europe’s defence posture depends 
on aligning short-term operational needs 
with long-term strategic goals,” says Ralph 
Briers, Head of Unit, Cooperation Planning 
in EDA’s Capability, Armament and Planning 
Directorate. “By seizing collaborative 
opportunities like IAMD, electronic warfare, 
loitering munit ions, and naval power, 
Member States can strengthen both 
national and collective security through 
technology, enhanced interoperability, and 
sustainable capability development.”

Art or science? How 
EDA nudges Member 
States closer to joint 
military projects

“It’s less about imposing 
what countries should do 
and more about showing 
them what’s possible if 
they work together”
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2019, over a per iod of 10 months. While 
envisaged as a yearly review, the workload 
proved best suited to a two-year cyclical 
approach. For better or worse, the name 
Coordinated Annual Review on Defence stuck. 

CARD took its place in the constellation 
of EU defence cooperation tools: the EU 
priorities for capability development, the 
Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) to 
plan, develop and invest in shared capability 
projects – another result of the E4 meetings – 
and the European Defence Fund (EDF).

From the outset, the goal of  CARD was 
straightforward: identify where European 
defence in terest s over lap and foster 
cooperation. Collaborative opportunities 
are also crucial. Without them, CARD risks 
becoming little more than a well-intentioned 
exercise without measurable impact. 

combined defence capabilities, which were 
in a weakened state after years of defence 
spending cuts, according to the early CARD 
reports. 

“It was then German Minister of Defence 
U r s u l a  v o n  d e r  L e y e n ,  n o w  Eu r o p e a n 
Commission President, who was asking for a 
structured EU MoD (Ministry of Defence) annual 
review on defence,” Cont says. Agreement was 
unanimous among Italy’s Pinotti, Spain’s then 
Minister of Defence Maria Dolores de Cospedal, 
French Armed Forces Minister F lorence 
Parly and EU High Representative Federica 
Mogherini, who was also head of EDA.

Double or nothing
Formal ly approved in May 2017,  EDA 

concluded a test cycle in late 2018 before 
kicking off the first full CARD cycle in September 

What made the E4 meeting significant 
was not just the shattering of the ‘glass 
ceiling’ for women at the top political level 
in defence, but also that it laid the basis 
for a far-reaching assessment process of 
Member States’ defence planning cycles 
and capability development. 

“That moment in Paris marked a new 
chapter in Europe’s defence cooperation, 
which was one of great aspirations and, 
I will admit, some frustration,” says Cont, 
sitting in his office at EDA, where his military 
general’s jacket hangs on a stand in the 
corner. Cont says that the rationale for an 
EU defence review at the political level was 
simple: that the European Union needed to 
stop to reflect after steady progress since 
2013. Russia’s illegal annexation of Crimea in 
2014 brought a sharpened focus on the EU’s 

Versatile systems combining surveillance with precision strikes, 
proven to have disruptive potential in recent conflicts. 

So far, 17 Member States have signed letters of intent to buy 
these systems together in the short term, and to work on their 
further development over the medium to long term. They will also 
work to define what loitering munitions are, as well as conducting 
joint training, exercises, and testing.

Loitering munitions are gaining traction among Member 
States. “The war in Ukraine has demonstrated the diverse use 
of these systems, from destroying tanks to targeting critical 
infrastructure,” says Giuseppe Dello Stritto, Head of Unit Land and 
Logistics at EDA. However, the technology’s novelty and lack of 
standardisation pose challenges for procurement and integration.

Member States are now discussing both urgent needs and 
longer-term strategies for loitering munitions. “Some Member 
States are planning acquisitions soon. But without coordination, 
European industries might lose out to mature technologies from 
non-EU countries,” Dello Stritto says.

Loitering munitions allow unmanned navigation, offering flexibility 
in combat. “Their ability to loiter over targets, gather intelligence, 

and engage with precision makes them unique to support ground 
forces from the air,” says Dello Stritto. Yet, defining and integrating 
these systems remains complex. “Unlike artillery shells, there is 
no established doctrine or taxonomy for loitering munitions,” he 
adds, emphasising the need for training, testing, and concepts of 
operations that everyone agrees to.

Efforts are also underway to strengthen European industry. 
While companies such as Germany’s Rheinmetall are already in 
the market together with Israeli firms, EU officials want to see 
a robust European supply of weapons and allow the growth of 
home-grown assets from smaller companies. Helsing, a defence 
company specialising in artificial intelligence, has already 
delivered drones to Ukraine’s armed forces. “Without a lot of 
EU countries placing orders, European companies may lack 
incentives to prioritise these capabilities to be produced at scale,” 
Dello Stritto says.

The goal of EDA’s letters of intent are clear, Dello Stritto says. “We 
want to agree what Member States’ militaries need on the ground, 
then look for the proper technology and European producers, so 
as to give us a European edge in the new field.”

LOITERING 
MUNITIONS 
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But the initiative’s early cycles taught 
EDA’s officials hard lessons. EDA project 
officers recall the futility of trying to push 
fully formed ideas onto Member States. 
“We went with a list of pre-selected ideal 
projects and it didn’t work,” Cont says. EDA 
had to recalibrate, moving from asking for 
governments’ agreement to suggesting 
possibilities – soft pitches instead of firm 
proposals. 

EDA: No Ace of Spades
Perhaps the most significant lesson 

from the CARD initiative has been that 
cooperation is as much an art as a science. 
For all the data-crunching, assessment, and 
diplomatic caution, success lies in building 
a shared understanding of what each 
country brings to the table. EDA cannot seek 
radical shifts in national priorities. Instead, 
the Agency presents a new perspective on 
familiar interests, nudging countries to see 
shared goals through a lens that would work 
for each of them individually.

Such efforts must constantly balance 
between a strategic vision and the finer 
points of poli t ics. The insights drawn 
from this complex evaluation have been 
instrumental. It has allowed EDA to go 
to indiv idual  Member States not just 
with pre-selected project ideas – often 
a doomed approach – but with targeted, 
well-researched recommendations that 
anticipate a country’s own self-interests.

Much of EDA’s work with CARD has 
hinged on deep, interpretive reading of 
national policy. A patchwork of national 
defence documents, NATO assessments, 
an d PES C O go a ls  have prov ide d t h e 
raw material. Member States might also 
have multi-year plans, each a 400-page 
document, written for parliament. “If you 
know how to read them, it becomes a map to 
that country’s ambitions,” Cont says.

EDA has learned that the challenge is not 
to obtain a ‘yes’ from everyone immediately; 
it is to keep doors open long enough for 
collaboration to feel inevitable. And while 
NATO had its own method of assigning 
targets to its members, the EU’s defence 
cooperation remains a different creature. 
“NATO works in a totally different way,” Cont 
notes. “They set up their requirements, 
divide them, and assign targets to countries. 
We in the EU work from the bottom up, what 
defence ministries want to do.” 

O f  c o u r s e ,  t h e  E U  l a c k s  N AT O ’s 
top-down authority and must rely on

Essential for safeguarding Europe’s infrastructure, urban areas, and forces from 
threats such as ballistic missiles, cruise missiles, and drones. 

So far, 18 Member States have signed a letter of intent, declaring their intention 
to collectively fill urgent capability gaps in the short term by procuring counter-
unmanned aerial systems (C-UAS), ground-based air defence (GBAD) and 
ammunition. In the medium term, Member States aim to develop technologies to 
counter swarms of drones and high-velocity threats. In the long term, they plan to 
build a robust missile defence architecture.

A missile strike on a city in the European Union is still a distance prospect. But 
current air and missile defence capabilities, even those integrated within NATO, 
fall short of offering comprehensive protection for critical infrastructure and do 
not cover all of the EU. Ukraine has shown that building air defences quickly is 
possible, but it is an expensive undertaking. For Europe, GBAD costs billions of 
euros, making large-scale investment a daunting prospect for many nations.

Defence is also sovereign, with EU countries maintaining control over strategic 
assets. Yet, as the threat escalates, public support for better European defence 
integration has grown, prompting renewed discussions on common air defence.

In 2023, Poland and Greece urged the EU to deepen collaboration and funding 
for air defence, highlighting the need for joint procurement, standardisation, 
and system interoperability to strengthen NATO and EU security. Germany has 
proposed the European Sky Shield Initiative (ESSI), aiming to create a robust, 
Europe-centred missile defence architecture, but France has reservations about a 
heavy reliance on U.S. and Israeli technology. 

Europe will need a multi-layered air and missile defence, encompassing both 
low- and high-altitude defences, as well as battle management, communications, 
command and control, early warning sensors, radars, and a range of interceptors.  

To take forward the work in a coherent way, the EDA’s letters of intent aim to 
promote working together, as well as interoperability, and pool resources at the EU 
level, using frameworks such as the Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO). 
In doing so, Europe would fortify its resilience against geopolitical risks and 
improve its capacity to act, alone if necessary. 

“EDA’s letter of intent offers a general, cooperative approach that would allow 
Member States to build architecture to respond to all kinds of air threats and over 
all time horizons,” says EDA’s Chief of Staff Etienne de Durand.

INTEGRATED AIR AND 
MISSILE DEFENCE (IAMD)
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The EU’s defence review 2024 finds that:

> Defence spending is rising, projected to have increased by more than 30% in 2024,  but that this alone will not be enough to 
prepare the EU for high-intensity warfare.

> EU countries need to simultaneously address short-term operational needs and long-term strategic priorities by investing in 
technology while ensuring sufficient production of reliable systems for sustained, high-intensity operations while maintaining 
long-term planning.

> EU countries will need to prioritise investment in land, air, and maritime capabilities for high-intensity warfare. Key areas include 
replenishing stockpiles, modernising defence systems, and enhancing cybersecurity, interoperability, and strategic enablers like 
satellite communication.

> The EU needs to collaborate in defence procurement and research to bolster the European Defence Technological and Industrial 
Base (EDTIB), not always purchasing abroad.

> Ministries of Defence will need to better align their national defence plans with EU and NATO priorities, and use EU frameworks 
such as PESCO and the collaborative opportunities. This would enhance efficiency, foster innovation, and ensure the EU’s strategic 
readiness for crises.

A modular, multipurpose warship vital for Europe’s maritime security 
and ability to address overseas conflicts, given its reliance on sea 
trade.

So far, seven Member States have signed letters of intent to develop 
the next generation of vessels using a systems-to-hull approach. 
They plan to agree on what they require the vessel to do, develop a 
business case, and prepare to purchase the vessel together by 2040.

The development of the European Combat Vessel (ECV) is a major 
undertaking aimed at creating a next-generation, multipurpose naval 
platform.

Unlike current vessels, the ECV should be able to address 
multidimensional threats of the mid-21st century, integrating new 
capabilities to defend against submarines, cyberattacks and 
unmanned systems. With an anticipated operational debut in the 
2040s, the ECV will be a manned naval vessel, although its design is 
still to be agreed upon. 

“I see right now in terms of a frigate-size, or destroyer-size platform,” 
says Elvira Bermudez, Project Officer Naval Combat and Maritime 
Interdiction. “Countries around the world have plans to develop the 
next-generation frigates, but it is difficult to plan and develop for the 

challenges that you’re going to be facing in the future. And 20 years 
ago, we did not envision what we’re seeing right now. If you look at 
contexts like the one we have in the Red Sea, if you apply the lessons 
identified from Ukraine to a sea context, we need innovation in naval 
design.”

The ECV will differ significantly from traditional vessels, prioritising 
a modular design so that the new class of ship can meet varied 
operational needs, from protecting critical infrastructure to 
countering advanced undersea threats, and for specific operational 
environments, whether in the Mediterranean, North or Baltic seas. 
The ECV is also likely to rely on existing EU defence projects, including 
PESCO initiatives, for its design.

The ECV also represents a departure from smaller, regionally focused 
vessels like the European Patrol Corvette under development after 
work with EDA. Such corvettes are primarily tasked with littoral 
defence. Instead, the ECV could, for instance, ensure the security of 
sea lines of communication and project power globally.

“For us, the ECV is more than a ship – it is the way we go forward 
together in preparing for European naval warfare in the future,” 
Bermudez says. “That reflects the EU’s commitment to autonomy and 
resilience.”

THE EUROPEAN 
COMBAT VESSEL  
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With war quite literally on the Polish 
border, Poland has become a significant 
spender in Europe, committing 4.7% of GDP 
to defence in 2025. This funding, more than 
double the 2% NATO guideline, means PGZ 
has strong demand from its main client to 
equip Polish forces and extend support to 
Ukraine, which Grabowski notes as a top 
priority. 

PGZ focuses i ts cooperat ion with 
Ukraine on supplying and maintaining their 
equipment, with its own Krab self-propelled 
howitzers being at the top of their list. PGZ 
also handles repairs on-site in Ukraine, while 
complex overhauls are conducted in Poland. 
The combat experience with PGZ-built 
ordnance, including, but not limited to Krab 
SPHs provides valuable insights for future 
upgrades, he says. PGZ aims to support 
Ukraine’s defence needs further but keeps 
specific details confidential due to the 
conflict. 

Combat readiness, air defence shield
For Grabowski, who oversees PGZ’s 

maritime division, whether it is 4.7% or 7%, 
such a level of spending is a sign of the 
times and a must for all European countries 
to raise their investment levels in defence. 

“Like many EU countries, a substantial 
por t ion of our budget is dedicated to 
supporting Ukraine and bolstering our own 
defences,” he says. “We are providing 
resources to our neighbour, from rifles and 

I
n the world of rock music, every fan 
has an opinion on ‘the biggest band 
you’ve probably never heard of’. In 
defence, PGZ might be the most 

su c c e s s fu l  Eur o p e a n a r ma m e n t s 
company you’ve probably never heard of. 

And perhaps with good reason. As a 
conglomerate with nearly 60 firms under 
its roof, PGZ is not an easy company to 
digest, even though it produces almost 
everything that the Polish armed forces 
need, from equipment and ammunition 
through to missiles and frigates. 

What’s more, management board 
member Jan Grabowski says, PGZ was 
established a decade ago – conceptually 
in 2013 and operationally from 2014. It has 
had its present structure since then.

As a state-owned enterprise, PGZ’s 
main client is the Polish Ministry of 
National Defence, which accounts for 
approximately 80% of annual revenue. 
But it is not just about Poland’s defence; 
PGZ aims to be a strategic partner across 
Europe, seeking a balance between 
national defence needs and growing its 
export market. 

“We do export, and as the newly 
appointed management board, one of our 
objectives is to increase the proportion of 
revenue from international markets,” 
says Grabowski, who joined the company 
in June from European missile-maker 
MBDA. 

OPERATIONAL AUTONOMY

PGZ: 
Homegrown 
innovation and 
strategic 
alliances in 
defence of 
Poland, Ukraine 
and Europe

State-owned Polish 
Armaments Group PGZ is the 
main partner of the Polish 
military, providing assets, 
weapons and equipment for 
all branches of its armed 
forces. With more than 14 
years of European defence 
experience, Jan Grabowski 
joined PGZ’s management 
board in June 2024, having 
been European missile-maker 
MBDA’s General Delegate to 
Poland since 2018. From his 
Warsaw office, Grabowski 
talks to European Defence 
Matters about Polish-made 
radars, learning from foreign 
contractors, and balancing a 
transatlantic and European 
approach to defence 
collaboration.
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t h r e e  l a y e r s  o f  c r u c i a l  a r e a  d e n i a l 
capabilities.” 

Poland also aims to build a self-sufficient 
ammunition production. “Poland’s production 
capacity – specifically in the manufacturing 
of 155mm artillery shells – has been pushed to 
its limits and we’re focused on multiplying our 
potential in this area,” Grabowski explains. 

According to a legislative bill published in 
November  2 0 24 ,  in  which t he Po l ish 
government is planning  to invest 3 billion 
zlotys (€695 million) to boost ammunition 
production, with a focus on expanding large-
calibre production. In fact, ammunition 
production is one of PGZ’s most intense 
areas of focus. “Manufacturing shells is 
complex,” says Grabowski, who also worked 
at Nexter Systems earlier in his career. 

machine guns to highly complex systems 
such as the Krab self-propelled howitzers or 
Rak mortars.” 

P o l a n d  h a s  i n d e e d  i n i t i a t e d  a n 
unprecedented defence buildup, purchasing 
advanced U.S. systems for security and 
NATO alignment. 

This includes a $4.6 billion contract 
for 32 F-35A jets, $10 billion for 96 Apache 
helicopters, and hundreds of Abrams 
tanks. These acquisitions support rapid 
interoperability with U.S. forces, as well as 
immediate combat readiness. 

But many assets are made in Poland. 
One of PGZ’s projects is a missile defence 
shield over the central European country. 
“It’s heartening to see elements of this 
defence system already operat ional , 
including the first batch of the launchers 
that are fully integrated and deployed. The 
progress here is very much in line with 
Poland’s commitment to a secure Europe.” 

Grabowski adds: “Our short-range air 
defence radars are entirely Polish made, 
w h i c h  u n d e r s c o r e s  o u r  t e c h n i c a l 
capabilities.” 

This radar expertise complements PGZ’s 
missile systems, including Man-Portable Air 

Defence Systems (MANPADS) and Spike 
anti-tank missiles, produced in partnership 
with Israeli firms. 

To ensure Poland’s air defence remains 
robust ,  PGZ is also col laborat ing on 
integrated systems. PGZ partners with 
MBDA UK, as well as Northrop Grumman, 

Raytheon, and Lockheed Martin 
of the United States, to create 
the multilayered air defence 
system over Poland. 

“We’re producing launchers 
fo r  t h e  P a t r i o t  s y s t e m a n d 

working with MBDA on a short-range system 
that merges European technology with 
Polish innovation,” Grabowski says. These 
partnerships are essential to achieving a 
multi-tiered air defence shield, integrating 

 © Wojciech Król
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PGZ’s stand at the 31st 
International Defence 
Industry Exhibition, on 
5 September, 2024.

“Looking at the history of 
Europe, it is not that the threats 
go away. They are just silent”
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When it comes to the Heron: “The 
vehicle’s design reflects lessons from the 
war in Ukraine. It’s based on a chassis from 
Czechia, and the internal design has been 
tailored to meet our unique needs. I certainly 
think it could become one of our export 
products.” 

All for one, and all for ... Europe
On NATO’s eastern flank and with recent 

memory of life under Soviet rule, Poland is 
keenly aware of the threat to the east. NATO 
m e m b e r s h ip  a n d  i t s  c l o s e  b i l a t e ra l 
relationship with the United States are 
paramount for Warsaw.  

Still, Grabowski believes PGZ can work 
within Poland’s transatlantic approach to 
further EU initiatives to strengthen the 
European Defence Technological Industrial 
Base (EDTIB). “Missile-maker MBDA is proof 
that European companies can consolidate 
and successfully collaborate,” he says. 

history of Europe, it is not that the threats go 
away. They are just silent,” he asserts. 

Some NATO officials have suggested 
that within five to eight years, Russia could 
be militarily prepared to launch an attack on 
allied countries, assuming it successfully 
rebuilds its forces. Moscow rejects any 
notion that it would contemplate an attack 
on NATO. 

PGZ is certainly not hedging its bets. 
Poland’s largest defence expo, MSPO, 
held annually in Kielce, has become a 
major p lat form for PGZ to showcase 
i ts innovat ions. This year,  the SA-35 
ant i -a i rcraf t  gun and the Heron 6x 6 
a r m o u r e d  v e h i c l e  f e a t u r e d 
prominently. 

The SA-35 is a 35mm automatic 
gun mounted on a truck chassis, 
d e s i g n e d  e n t i r e l y  b y  P o l i s h 
engineers. “It’s fully Polish, right 
from the research and development 
to final assembly, and it’s intended 
as an integral part of our layered air defence 
system,” Grabowski says. 

With a role alongside the U.S Patriot 
systems and Polish NAREW missiles, the 
SA-35 illustrates Poland’s ambition to be 
sel f-suf f icient in i ts cr i t ical  defence 
systems, he adds. 

As the European Defence Agency (EDA) 
155mm joint procurement efforts have 
shown: “It’s not just about the casing; we’re 
talking about propellants, explosives, 
fuses.” 

Peace in 24 hours?
Almost three years of war in Ukraine 

have galvanised Poland perhaps like no 
other country. It has given refuge to millions 
of Ukrainians fleeing the conflict. But not all 
nations share its compelling sense of a 
cause. What if, as incoming U.S. President 
Donald Trump pledged to do as an election 
candidate, the Ukraine war is over next 
year? 

Grabowski says the EU’s task is to be 
ready for any scenario. “Looking at the 
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“In times of conflict, a strong 
domestic defence industry is 
essential. The EU has realised 
this and we are moving to 
shore up our capabilities”
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A PGZ photo shows a SA-35 anti-aircraft gun. SA-35 is a 35mm automatic gun mounted on a truck chassis, designed entirely by Polish engineers.
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PGZ has extended this collaborative 
approach to its maritime division, where it is 
working on new frigates in cooperation with 
Babcock from the UK, even if Grabowski 
concedes Britain is no longer in the EU. He, 
like many others, rues Britons’ decision to 
leave. 

The Arrowhead 140 frigates, based on 
t h e  U K ’ s  Ty p e  3 1  d e s i g n ,  a r e  b e i n g 
constructed in Polish shipyards. “These 
frigates will have a Polish identity but benefit 
f rom Br i t ish shipbui ld ing legacy and 
expertise,” says Grabowski. 

Similar partnerships exist with French 
and Dutch companies, where PGZ integrates 
radar technology from Thales branches in the 
UK, France and the Netherlands to enhance 
the reconnaissance, recognition, tracking 
and targeting capabilities of its products.  

Poland’s defence ambitions are tied not 
only to equipment but also to skills and 
knowledge transfer. “Every time we engage in 
a partnership, we ensure there’s a technology 
transfer component. Our collaborations with 
South Korean, British and U.S. partners are 
structured so that we don’t simply buy 
equipment; we acquire the know-how to 
maintain and improve it,” Grabowski asserts. 

“In times of conflict, a strong domestic 
defence industry is essential. The EU has 
realised this and we are moving to shore up 
our capabilities,” he says. 

Six types of tank
For Grabowski, building a European 

defence framework requires more than 
funding and equipment. “EDA, the Visegrad 
Four and the Weimar Triangle of France, 
Germany, and Poland, facilitate cooperation,” 
he says. “But we need political will.”

During his time with Nexter, Grabowski 
witnessed French efforts to involve Poland in 
the future tank development project. He 
believes cooperation is crucial, not only for 
cost-sharing but also for strategic unity. 
“Europe has six different types of battle tank, 
and it’s clear that less duplication could 
really enhance our collective strength. 
Centralised command systems on different 
tank systems would help enormously.” 

A united European defence capability is 
the ideal, but as Grabowski has pointed out, 
i t  r e q u i r e s  p o l i t i c a l  a n d  i n d u s t r i a l 
commitment. “Even outside of the EU, our 
partnership with the UK on frigates started 
when Britain was an EU member. Such 
partnerships must transcend politics if 
Europe is to stand strong.” 

PGZ at a glance

> PGZ is Poland’s primary defence contractor

> Supports Ukraine’s defence, supplying and maintaining the Krab howitzers

> Plays a central role in building Poland’s multi-layered air defence systems

> Manufactures launchers for the Patriot system and collaborates with European 
and U.S. firms on short-range air defence solutions

> Domestic ammunition production is a short-term major focus area

> Has recently developed the SA-35, a 35mm automatic gun on a truck chassis

> Its Heron is based on a Czech chassis, but tailored for Polish needs and for export 
opportunities

> Partners with Thales for radar technologies to enhance its products’ surveillance 
and detection capabilities

OPERATIONAL AUTONOMY
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Polish armed forces participate in NATO’s Steadfast Defender-24 exercise on 5 March, 2024. 
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anti-terrorism operations, the question is 
now inevitably: should the EU also be doing 
ter r i tor ia l  defence? French President 
Emmanuel Macron has been a long-standing 
advocate for Europe’s collective defence and 
“strategic autonomy.”

Brieger is adamant that NATO is, and will 
remain, the cornerstone of European defence. 
But, there is an important role for the EU, he 
believes, whether that is in the form of a 
‘European Defence Union’ as suggested by 
European Commission President Ursula von 
der Leyen, or under some other name.

The Coordinated Annual Review on 
Defence (CARD) certainly points to a shift in 
posture (see EDM page 8) highlighting the 
“resurgence of protracted, high-intensity 
wars with operations spanning all domains.”  
The last Capability Development Plan (CDP) 
revision took place in 2023, leading to the 
definition of EU priorities, which include:

•	Next generation, multi-layered air and 
missile defence

•	Space services for better situational 
awareness

•	Full spectrum cyber defence

•	Military mobility and strategic air - and 
sealift capabilities

•	Autonomous systems and AI 

•	Chemical, Biological, Radiological, and 
Nuclear (CBRN) defence

“There is no NATO army, there is no EU 
army. We have a single set of forces, and 
Member States – NATO allies or not – are 
sovereign,” says Brieger. “So by working 
together in the EU, by enhancing our 

T
he phrase “a civilian power in an 
uncivil world,” generally attributed to 
Dutch political scientist Alfred Pijpers, 
captures the view in the 1980s and 

1990s that the European Union was a force 
for stability through diplomacy, aid and 
economic cooperation – not hard power. 

With his long career in both Austria and in 
international EU-led operations, General 
Robert Brieger remembers a time when even 
walking between EU institutions in military 
uniform was ominous. “But now we are part of 
the system,” says the highly decorated 
general whose military advice is regularly 
sought by the EU’s leadership.

Having served in command roles with 
Austria in NATO’s Kosovo Force (KFOR) and 
with the EU in EUFOR Althea in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Brieger has, perhaps more than 
many in the defence community, lived the 
evolution of the EU’s international role. With a 
mil i tar y career that began in 1975, he 
witnessed the breaking of a long-standing 
taboo that the EU, as a trading bloc, should 
stay out of defence. 

Nothing, however, marked a turning point 
quite like Russia’s war of aggression in 
Ukraine. “We’ve had to learn that conventional 
warfare in Europe is back,” he says from his 
office in Brussels’ European Quarter. “European 
institutions and decision-makers have had to 
acknowledge that there is a new challenge 
which demands the full attention of the Union.”

Shelter from the storm
After decades of EU military, police and 

border assistance missions from the Balkans 
to Sub-Saharan Afr ica, not to mention 
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Guiding the EU’s shift in 
military posture for an 
unstable world

General Robert Brieger has 
been serving as the Chairman 
of the European Union Military 
Committee (EUMC) since May 
2022. Before handing over 
authority as Chairman in May 
2025, the EUMC will advise EU 
ambassadors at the Political 
and Security Committee (PSC) 
to declare the new EU Rapid 
Deployment Capacity 
operational. After half a 
century in the military, General 
Brieger sits down with 
European Defence Matters to 
discuss the war in Ukraine, 
changing U.S. priorities and 
the necessary shift in the EU 
mindset. 

• Established in 2001, EUMC directs all military activities within the EU framework

• EUMC gives military direction to the EU Military Staff (EUMS), which plans and 
executes EU missions

• EUMC also provides military advice and makes recommendations directly to the 
Political and Security Committee (PSC), which is made up of EU ambassadors 
who are specialised in defence and security
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are a union of independent nations with 
diverse interests, and yet the crises we face 
demand a strong, unified European response.”

Brieger, as former chief of defence in 
Austria before his assignment as Chairman 
of the EUMC, knows full well that each 
country will defend its national interests “The 
highest ar t  remains:  f inding a v iable 
compromise – for everyone”. 

Following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, 
European countries have allocated an 
unprecedented amount of military support to 
Kyiv over the last three years. The EU Military 
Assistance Mission in support of Ukraine 
(EUMAM Ukraine) demonstrates that the EU 
has been able to act decisively, training more 
than 65,000 Ukrainian soldiers so far. 

But despite direct ly funding arms 
through the European Peace Facility for 
Ukraine, questions for the EU remain. Should 
the EU train Ukrainian soldiers directly in 
Ukraine? Should the EU have first-hand 
contact with Ukrainian commanders through 
a special liaison cell in Kyiv? How can the EU 
become a more capable and stronger ally in 
supporting Ukraine? 

“The EUMC handles all military activities 
within the EU framework, which means 
everything from planning to actually running 
missions. So we’ve got to be able to take 
quick decisions,” he says.

capabilities, our infrastructure and our 
readiness, we contr ibute to European 
defence, including territorial defence. Given 
the risk of conventional attack against the 
continent, then we need both the EU and 
NATO to be ready to secure our democratic 
way of life.” 

At a t ime of growing great 
power rivalry, few would disagree 
that the world is more unstable and 
dangerous. Russia’s war in Ukraine, 
Iranian missile strikes and the 
Hamas attack on Israel all highlight 
instability near the EU’s border. 
Authoritarian regimes across the globe are 
pushing aggressive policies worldwide, 
using political, economic, and military power 
– along with disinformation and cyber 
attacks – to undermine democratic societies. 

The elected U.S. President Donald Trump 
could test NATO’s unity.

“We don’t yet know what incoming 
President Trump’s new policies will be, but 
we know that U.S. priorities lie not only in 
Europe,” Brieger says. “It’s an additional 
incentive to do more in Europe in a more 
cooperative way with strategic autonomy.”

Has there been a shift in the European 
defence mindset, after decades of relying on 
the United States for European protection? “I 
am not sure if it has been fully adopted 

across all areas of government, but the 
process has clearly begun since Russia’s 
aggression against Ukraine. There are many 
other pressing issues, such as the economy, 
healthcare, and social demands. But security 
must be prioritised, as without it, nothing 
else can function.”

Military diplomacy, a tool of statecraft
Brieger concedes that even with the 

momentum created by Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine, it has not been easy to act swiftly as 
Chairman of the European Union Military 
Committee (EUMC). 

“My ro le is  to prov ide adv ice and 
exper t ise;  EUMC is an adv isor y body 
representing the national chiefs of defence,” 
Brieger says. “It can be challenging. You need 
partners to be successful by fostering the 
EU’s own autonomy.“ 

Wi th a l l  major  decis ions requir ing 
unanimity, each military representative must 
return to their home capital to negotiate 
support from their political masters, which 
complicates reaching timely agreements. “We 
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General Brieger chairs a meeting of the European Union Military Committee in May 2023.

“It can be challenging. You need 
partners to be successful by 
fostering the EU’s own 
autonomy”
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Though 5,000 troops may seem limited, the RDC is designed 
for initial responses, with follow-up forces needed for longer 
engagements. 

“When it comes to operations, if there’s a commitment of 
more than 60 days, you will have to have a follow-on force. 
So, the RDC is foreseen as a first responding mechanism,” 
General Brieger says. “Then European armed forces (EU 
RDC) would need a follow-on EU force, or it could be a 
United Nations force, depending on the situation.” 

Brieger expects the PSC to declare full operational 
capability in early 2025.

Use it or lose it?

NATO has its spearhead force: the Very High Readiness Joint 
Task Force (VJTF) that can be deployed most rapidly. Brieger 
says he knows both the EU and NATO must avoid 
duplication. However, both organisations have their remits, 
too. “In the case of an evacuation of EU citizens, it could be 
a clear task for the EU RDC, rather than NATO.”

The question remains whether the new deployment 
capacity will be more successful than the EU Battlegroups, 
which have been operational since 2007 but never 
deployed. 

Brieger is hopeful because the deployment capacity should 
benefit from some shared European financing. He is also 
sanguine. “The success of the RDC depends on its use, to 
underline Europe’s true capacity,” he says. “Member States 
do know that this is their tool to act. I am sure we will not be 
afraid to use it in future.”

The Strategic Compass is an ambitious plan to reinforce the 
EU’s security and defence policy by 2030. Within the 
Compass, the EUMC and the EUMS have had the major task of: 

• Establishing a EU Rapid Deployment Capacity (RDC) of up 
to 5,000 troops for various crises

• Strengthening the Military Planning and Conduct 
Capability (MPCC) to take on command and control (C2) 

• Conducting regular live exercises on land and at sea

More than two decades after EU leaders sought to set up a 
50,000-60,000-strong force – the Helsinki Headline Goal – the 
RDC is the most concrete EU effort to create a deployable, 
standalone military force to intervene in a range of crises, not 
relying on U.S. assets.

The RDC is set to combine EU Battlegroups, where a 1,500-
strong force is on standby for half a year, with logistical 
support across all the domains, creating a joint force capable 
of responding to crises outside Europe. The RDC has five 
generic scenarios:

•	Initial Phase of Stabilisation

•	Rescue and Evacuation

•	Military Support to Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster 
Relief

•	Conflict Prevention 

•	Peace Enforcement

The two battle groups stand by on a five-day and on a 
20-day readiness. For a specific mission scenario, the right 
force will be based on these operational structures, 
reinforced through enablers and modules as required. 
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Fast, but not furious

The EU Rapid Deployment Capacity
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The first live exercise (LIVEX) of the Rapid Deployment Capacity (RDC) took place 16-22 October 2023, in Spain. Nine counties (Austria, Spain, 
France, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Malta, Portugal and Romania) contributed with 2,800 military personnel, equipment, and strategic enablers.

 © Spanish Ministry of Defence  © Spanish Ministry of Defence



REACTION FORCE
EUROPE’S EVOLVING RAPID DEPLOYMENT CAPACITY

incorporating EU Battlegroups, 
which are 1,500-strong forces 
maintained on standby for 
six months. The force will be 
modular, including land, air and 
maritime components, as well 
as strategic enablers.

READINESS INTERVALSCOMPOSITION

5,000
TROOPS

Rapid Response
20 days

Express Response
10 days

Emergency Response
5 days

OPERATIONAL SCENARIOS

INITIAL 
STABILISATION 

Establishing 
control and 
stabilising 
regions in crisis

RESCUE & 
EVACUATION 

Facilitating safe 
evacuation 
of civilians, 
particularly EU 
citizens

HUMANITARIAN 
& DISASTER

Military support 
to humanitarian 
assistance and 
disaster relief

CONFLICT 
PREVENTION 

Preventing 
escalation of 
tensions into 
armed conflict

PEACE 
ENFORCEMENT 

Ensuring 
adherence 
to peace 
agreements 
through military 
presence








































