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EDA 15th Anniversary

Foreword by 
Federica Mogherini, 
Head of the Agency 

It has been an honour for me to lead the European 
Defence Agency in these five years, and up until 
its fifteenth birthday. I remember very well my first 
visit to the EDA headquarters. Together with the EDA 
leadership and staff, we realised that we shared the 
same goal: to make European cooperation the norm 
– not the exception – on defence matters too. Five 
years ago, few people imagined how far we would 
come. In these years European defence cooperation 
has expanded like never before. And the Agency has 
been at the core of our work and of all the progress 
we have achieved together.

When we worked on our Global Strategy for 

foreign and security policy, presented in 2016, we 

called on Member States to make “full use” of the 

Agency’s potential. The Strategy set a new level of 

ambition for European cooperation on defence and 

acknowledged EDA’s “key role” in developing better 

and more interoperable capabilities together. What 

happened in the following months and years was 

unprecedented. A range of new initiatives were 

launched to boost defence cooperation through joint 

planning among Member States, joint research and 

development, joint training and action. We harnessed 

the untapped potential of the Lisbon Treaty, and set 

up a Permanent Structured Cooperation on defence 

among Member States (PESCO). We launched a 

Coordinated Annual Review on Defence (CARD). And 

for the first time, the European Commission created 

a European Defence Fund (EDF) to incentivise 

cooperative projects on defence.

EDA made essential contributions to crafting 

these initiatives all along the way, and now plays a 

central role in their implementation. The Agency is 

the secretariat for both CARD and PESCO, together 

with the European External Action Service and the 

EU Military Staff. It is also a central operator for 

EU-funded defence activities. The Agency is today in 

a unique position to contribute to coherence among 

the various initiatives, efficiency and a steady focus 

on our capability priorities.

This is why we have worked to strengthen the 

Agency so that it can be up for the new task. 

The Long Term Review that we initiated led to a 

threefold reinforcement of EDA, which was approved 

by Defence Ministers in May 2017: the Agency is 

now recognised as the main intergovernmental 

instrument to identify shared priorit ies at EU 

level on defence capability development; it is the 

preferred management support structure at EU 

level for collaborative technology and capability 

development; and it is the military interface and 

central operator for EU-funded defence-related 

activities. It will be essential to ensure that EDA 

always has the means to fulfil such crucial tasks. 

All the progress achieved has only been possible 

because of a strong political will to move forward. 

All relevant actors have played their part towards 

a shared goal – from Member States to the 

European Commission and Parliament, in close 

cooperation with the EU Military Committee, the 

EEAS, the EU Military Staff and EDA. The same 

strong determination will be necessary in the years 

ahead. The choice of “making cooperation the norm” 

will have to be confirmed day-by-day with more 

concrete action.

The Europe of Defence is taking shape. To get there, 

the unique expert role of EDA will be even more 

needed in the future than today. 
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Building on previous efforts by the Western European Union (WEU) to boost armaments 
cooperation, the idea of creating a European agency for defence capability development, 
research, acquisition and armaments gained decisive traction when, in 2002, it was taken up by 
the ‘Convention on the Future of Europe’ whose mission was to reflect on the future of Europe 
and prepare a draft Constitutional Treaty for the EU. 

busy preparing the European Council that 

would take place in Thessaloniki in June 

2003. In its final conclusions, this Summit 

confirmed that a new European Defence 

Agency was on the agenda and would soon 

become a reality. “The European Council 

[...] tasks the appropriate bodies of the 

Council to undertake the necessary actions 

towards creating, in the course of 2004, 

an intergovernmental agency in the field of 

defence capabilities development, research, 

acquisit ion and armaments”, the f inal 

declaration stated. 

The overall objective of the new body was 

briefly explained: “This Agency, which will 

Flashback 2001-2004 

The birth of an Agency

Established by EU leaders and chaired by 
former French President Giscard d’Estaing, 
the Convention set in motion a process 
that led to today ’s European Defence 
Agency (EDA), starting with the decision 
in September 2002 to set up a dedicated 
Working Group on Defence. Chaired by Michel 
Barnier, the group had to investigate “the 
possibility of setting up an arms agency 
whose tasks (research, development, 
acquisi t ions) and operat ing methods  
would have to  be s tud ied in  deta i l ”, 
acknowledging that “ there [is] in fact 
currently no cooperation on armaments at 
Union level”. The idea of a new Agency proved 
a consensus builder. In its final report, the 
group laid out some of the foundations of 
what would become the EDA we know today, 
although the final name wasn’t there yet.  

“The setting up on an intergovernmental 

basis of  a European Armaments and 

Strategic Research Agency was supported 

by many in the Group”, the report stated. “The 

Agency’s initial tasks would be to ensure 

the fulfillment of operational requirements 

by promoting a policy of harmonised 

procurement by the Member States, and to 

support research into defence technology, 

including military space systems. The 

Agency would incorporate, with a European 

label, closer forms of cooperation which 

already ex ist in the armaments f ie ld 

between certain Member States (OCCAR, 

LoI). The Agency should also be tasked 

with strengthening the industrial and 

technological base of the defence sector. 

It should also incorporate the appropriate 

elements of the cooperation that most 

Member States undertake within the WEAG.”

The working group laid out a few ideas 

regarding the way this future Agency could 

interact with its stakeholders. “All Member 

States which so wished could participate 

in the Agency, the composition of which 

would not be linked to other, limited forms 

of defence cooperation”, the final report 

explained. “Certain Member States could 

constitute specif ic groups based on a 

commitment to carry out specific projects”, 

which could also “be opened up on an ad hoc 

basis to countries which are not members of 

the European Union”.

Thessaloniki EU Summit 
The Convention finished its work in July 

2003 with the publication of a Draft Treaty 

establishing a Constitution for Europe. 

Meanwhile,  Member States were also 
Michel Barnier, chairman of the Convention’s 
Working Group on Defence
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be subject to the Council’s authority and 

open to participation by all Member States, 

will aim at developing defence capabilities 

in the field of crisis management, promoting 

and enhancing European armaments 

cooperation, strengthening the European 

defence industrial and technological base 

and creat ing a compet i t ive European 

defence equipment market, as well as 

promoting, in liaison with the Community’s 

research activit ies where appropriate, 

research aimed at leadership in strategic 

technologies for future defence and security 

capabilities, thereby strengthening Europe’s 

industrial potential in this domain”.

The Agency Establishment Team 
The next step was to prepare the ground 

for the new agency. Nick Witney, who would 

become the first EDA Chief Executive in 2004, 

played a central role in that process. “During 

the second half of 2003, a working group 

was convened in Brussels to make a reality 

of this and I was the British representative. 

As the deputy head of the UK MoD’s strategic 

affairs directorate, I travelled to Brussels 

regularly in the second half of 2003 to meet 

with my counterparts”, he recalls. 

Even though Member States agreed that 

an Agency would be a good thing, there 

was no clear understanding at the time of 

what its exact role should be, or where it 

would be positioned on the institutional 

grid, Witney said. “The only thing we had 

was two sentences from the Thessaloniki 

Council, which served as a blank screen onto 

which different people projected different 

aspirations. By November 2003 it was clear 

that the only way out was to establish a 

special project team, with a brief to report by 

end April ”. 

After some delay, High Representative 

Javier Solana picked Nick Witney to head 

this Agency Establishment Team. With 

time now very tight, he gathered a small 

team around him in a tiny office on the 

top floor of the Kortenberg building, home 

of the EU CSDP structures. The Team’s 

motto was “Form Follows Function”; that is, 

they set to one side the contentious legal 

and organisational issues until they had 

established a clear understanding of what 

the Agency would do and how it would do it.

  

The team liaised closely with an ad hoc 

representative group of all EU Member 

States, which they met with every two 

weeks. “It was a useful interaction”, Witney 

explains, “because it allowed us to reassure 

them but also to get their fingerprints on 

what we were doing to make sure they 

couldn’t repudiate it at the end”. While some 

argued the Agency should mainly focus on 

capability development, others pushed for 

a predominant armament role. “Our job in a 

way was to demonstrate that the Agency 

was able to do both, and moreover by 

doing both it could succeed better in each”, 

Witney explains. Reflecting this debate, the 

European Defence Agency name was finally 

adopted because “it was short, accurate, 

unconstraining”, Witney says, and also 

because anything more specific could have 

been seen as trying to push the Agency one 

way or another. 

By the end of April 2004, the team was able to 

submit its blue-print for the new institution, 

clearing the way for Member State diplomats 

to finalise the legal documentation.

The race to become operational 
On 12 July 2004, Member States formally 

adopted the Council Joint Action 2004/551/

CFSP on the establishment of the Agency, 

EDA’s birth certificate. Soon afterwards, 

Nick Witney was appointed f irst Chief 

Executive. The second half of 2004 was 

dedicated to putting everything in place. 

Hi lmar L innenkamp jo ined as Deput y 

Chief Executive, and in October the first 

four directors were chosen, and began 

assembling their own teams. At the same 

time, the embryo staff began to define the 

Agency’s first projects and to establish links 

with a wide range of stakeholders, from 

military authorities to the defence industry. 

In autumn 2004, EDA’s Steering Board, made 

up of Defence Ministers from each Member 

State, met for the first time. They approved 

the budget for 2005, the first annual Work 

Programme, and the official structure of the 

Agency. By the end of 2004, the deadline 

set at Thessaloniki, the Agency was up and 

running, albeit in temporary offices in the 

Justus Lipsius building. With its staff growing 

fast, the Agency had to look for a permanent 

home: in 2005, it moved to its current Rue 

des Drapiers headquarters.

The decision to create EDA was taken at the Thessaloniki European Council in June 2003

EDA ANNIVERSARY: BEGINNING
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By Javier Solana, first EU High Representative for the Common 
Foreign and Security Policy (1999-2009) and Head of the 
European Defence Agency (2004-2009).

Although French and Dutch voters rejected 

the Constitutional Treaty in 2005, the prior 

establishment of EDA showed the way 

forward. The fiasco of the Constitutional 

Treaty was not to be interpreted as a 

blanket rejection and, therefore, many 

ideas put forward by the Convention ended 

up finding a new home in the Treaty of 

Lisbon of 2009. 

The Lisbon Treaty enshrined EDA’s role as a 

cornerstone of the EU’s flourishing security 

and defence landscape. The Agency’s 

intergovernmental nature – EDA is subject 

to the authority of the Council – places it 

in an ideal position to act as a catalyst for 

joint capability-building initiatives involving 

Member States. All EU countries but one 

are members of EDA, which has also 

reached agreements with several non-EU 

countries (Norway, Serbia, Switzerland and 

Ukraine). EDA allows countries to cooperate 

on an ad hoc basis, and provides them 

with invaluable expert input. Additionally, 

it represents a useful vehicle for Member 

States to liaise with key EU institutions, such 

as the European Commission. 

In yet another breakthrough, the Lisbon 

Treaty offered the option of so-called 

‘Permanent Structured Cooperation’ among 

Member States. Unfortunately, this became 

a neglected asset in the EU’s toolbox, as 

European defence, 
one achievement 
at a time

“Europe will not be made all at once, or 
according to a single plan. It will be built 
through concrete achievements which first 
create a de facto solidarity.” 

These words, arguably the most famous 

of the Schuman Declarat ion, inspired 

the foundation of the European Coal and 

Steel Community in 1952. Yet the road to 

European integration indeed turned out 

to be both bumpy and winding. Only two 

years on, for example, the French National 

Assembly rejected a treaty that would have 

established a European Defence Community 

(EDC). As it happens, the EDC plan had been 

envisioned by French diplomat Jean Monnet, 

one of the architects of the Schuman 

Declaration.

The failure of the EDC – through which six 

European countries would have created a 

supranational army – turned the spotlight 

towards NATO, which had been founded 

a few years earlier. In the decades that 

followed, European countries undertook 

several joint initiatives in the field of defence, 

but NATO’s umbrella overshadowed them all. 

At no point was this more glaringly obvious 

than during the wars in the Balkans in the 

1990s, which exposed the shortfalls of 

the European project in terms of security 

cooperation and military capabilities. The 

United States, whose global hegemony was 

at that time uncontested, stepped into the 

vacuum created by the EU’s inaction.

Wake-up call 
Much like World War II, the Balkan wars 

were a wake-up call for Europe: it was 

plain to see that the poison of conflict was 

still corroding the continent. Thus, before 

the turn of the century, European defence 

cooperation received a renewed boost. 

The 1993 Maastricht Treaty opened the 

door to a common defence policy in the EU, 

and the 1998 British-French declaration of 

Saint-Malo decisively endorsed the Union’s 

capacity for autonomous action on the 

international stage. Ever since, defence 

integration has been a quiet success story 

of the EU.

To be sure, concrete achievements in the 

area of security and defence have come 

along at a more modest pace than Monnet 

envisioned – but they have come along 

nonetheless. 

Creation of EDA 
One such achievement was the European 

Securi ty Strategy, adopted in 2003; 

another was the birth of the European 

Defence Agency (EDA) in 2004. EDA was a 

brainchild of the Convention on the Future 

of Europe, which had been tasked with 

producing a draft Constitution for the EU. 

EDA ANNIVERSARY: JAVIER SOLANA
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Europe entered an onerous decade marked 

by multiple crises. 

New momentum  
Nevertheless, the EU once again ended 

up finding new momentum in the midst of 

the storm. Instead of allowing itself to be 

dragged down by the opponents of European 

integration, who convinced British voters to 

make the regrettable decision of leaving the 

bloc, the EU kept moving forward.

First, the European Security Strategy was 

replaced in 2016 by a more ambitious Global 

Strategy, which set the development of 

‘strategic autonomy’ as a fundamental goal 

of the EU. As the Global Strategy puts it, “a 

sustainable, innovative and competitive 

European defence industry is essential for 

Europe’s strategic autonomy.” All efforts 

in this direction have received the vital 

support of EDA – a crit ical lever in the 

EU’s quest to underpin its self-sufficiency 

in an increasingly volatile international 

environment.

Second, EDA finalised its Long Term Review 

(LTR) in 2017, thus answering the Global 

Strategy ’s cal l  for enhanced defence 

cooperation among EU Member States. The 

LTR refined and reinforced the Agency’s role 

as the central hub in terms of capability 

development and strategic planning in the 

EU. Since 2017, EDA has not only taken on  

new responsibilities, but its added value  

has also increased across the board. 

Third, the ‘Permanent Structured Cooperation 

(PESCO), foreseen in the Lisbon Treaty, finally 

came into fruition. PESCO was established 

in December 2017 with the participation 

of the vast majority of EU Member States. 

While it cannot be expected to immediately 

put an end to today’s excessive military 

fragmentation, PESCO can kick-start a 

virtuous cycle leading to more robust and 

cohesive European defence capabilities.

It is important to underline that PESCO and 

NATO are fully compatible – actually, by 

tapping into synergies on a European scale, 

PESCO will reduce wasteful duplications 

and indirectly benefit other NATO allies. 

A s  Eu r o p e a n  C o m m i s s i o n  P r e s i d e n t 

Jean-Claude Juncker said in 2017,  EU 

countries combined spend half as much as 

the United States on defence, yet attain only 

15 per cent of its military efficiency. A case 

in point is the fact that EU countries use 17 

different types of tanks, while the United 

States uses only one. 

EDA and PESCO: two sides of the same 
coin  
T he fo r tunes o f  PESC O and EDA are 

inextricably linked; indeed, they can be 

thought of as two sides of the same coin. 

That is true in an institutional sense (EDA 

is part of the PESCO Secretariat) and in a 

functional sense (many PESCO projects 

require EDA’s direct support). Moreover, 

both initiatives illustrate the EU’s new-found 

drive in defence integration, which has also 

led to the launch of the European Defence 

Fund (EDF) and the Coordinated Annual 

Review on Defence (CARD). 

Given the intricacies of this burgeoning 

framework, it is clear that EU Member 

States need to keep empowering EDA if 

PESCO is to realise its full potential. 

The 15th anniversary of EDA is a cause for 

celebration, as well as a perfect occasion 

to reaffirm the Agency’s mission and 

insist on the need to streamline military 

spending in Europe. Current levels of 

fragmentation severely hinder the EU’s 

competitiveness and self-reliance, and are 

simply unsustainable. EU citizens appear 

to agree with this assessment, as polls 

show there is significant public appetite for 

further integration in the area of security 

and defence. 

EDA is well suited to keep leading this 

historical process, and to consolidate 

itself as an epitome of the EU of the future: 

flexible, smart, and effective.

“The 15th anniversary 
of EDA is a cause for 
celebration, as well as 
a perfect occasion to 
reaffirm the Agency’s 
mission and insist on 
the need to streamline 
military spending in 
Europe”
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Current & former Chief Executives reflect on EDA’s past and future 

Cooperation pioneers, 
innovators, facilitators
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To tap into EDA’s collective memory,  
European Defence Matters brought together 
those who, as Chief Executives, have steered 
the Agency through fifteen exciting yet 
challenging years: Nick Witney (2004–2007), 
Claude-France Arnould (2011–2015) and 
Jorge Domecq (in charge since 2015). 
Alexander Weis, who served as Chief Executive 
from 2007-2011, could unfortunately not join this 
exceptional come-together. Question Time.   

Mr Witney, you surely remember 30 July 
2004 when you were appointed first CE of 
the European Defence Agency (EDA). What 
was your dominant feeling on that day?  
N.Witney: I predominantly felt a sense of 

relief that the decision had been formalised 

before the summer break because there 

was so much to be done and no time to 

waste. You have to recall that the whole 

establishment process of the Agency took 

place under enormous time pressure. The 

Thessaloniki Summit in June 2003 had 

decided that the Agency was to be created 

“in the course of 2004”. The autumn of 

2003 was lost to a false start; and when 

I was called to Brussels in January 2004, 

I barely had three months to set up the 

Establishment Team and develop a plan. 

This led on to the creation of the Agency as 

a legal entity in June (the Irish Presidency 

were brilliant on this) – leaving a scant half 

year to achieve first operational status 

by the year-end, to meet the Thessaloniki 

deadline. 

Which were the main difficulties in getting 
the Agency fully up and running?  
N.Witney: There was a lot to be done in 

terms of recruitment, to start with. This was 

more complicated than I expected: naively, 

I was taken aback at the determination of 

a number of capitals to secure particular 

posts for their own nationals, sometimes for 

wholly unsuitable individuals. But we ended 

up with a top team whom I was more than 

happy with, and they then recruited their 

immediate support. So by year-end we had 

some 25 staff in place, and had been able 

to sort out work programmes and agendas 

for the year ahead. We were also engaged 

in the search for offices, and then the IT 

and security work to convert the Rue des 

Drapiers into our new home.

Which were the first priorities you started 
with?  
N.Witney: First of all, we spent quite some 

time on getting people intellectually on the 

same page, debating policies and strategies 

and trying to persuade Member States on 

what we felt was necessary: the imperative 

to increase cooperation and modernise 

capabilities, away from heavy metal and high 

explosive to a greater emphasis on the new 

technologies of “network-centric warfare”; 

reducing spend on excessive manpower, and 

increasing it on research and development; 

fostering a stronger defence technological 

and industrial base through consolidation on 

both demand and supply sides, and a more 

open internal defence equipment market.

At the same time, we wanted to have a few 

demonstrative projects to start with. We 

looked into armed fighting vehicles and 

Remotely Piloted Air Systems (RPAS) and 

also started a lot of research collaborations, 

for instance on software-defined radio. 

Another project we focused on was the 

Code of Conduct on Defence Procurement, 

which was approved in November 2005 (a 

voluntary approach to increasing cross-

border purchasing, which worked rather well 

before the Commission decided to legislate), 

and a first Joint Investment Programme on 

research dealing with soldier protection. 

From time to time, we would also throw in 

new ideas. One of them, I remember, was 

to investigate a European coastguard. ‘A 

coastguard? That’s ridiculous!’, was the 

overall reaction. Fifteen years on, it doesn’t 

sound ridiculous anymore!

EDA ANNIVERSARY: CHIEF EXECUTIVES
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obviously to provide substance, synergy 

between the capability, the procurement 

and the R&T actors ,  and connect ion 

between the expert level and the political 

level, namely Defence Ministers, EDA is the 

place to go. The EUMC was important to 

involve the Chiefs of Defence (CHODS) and 

take into account, thanks to the work of the 

EUMS, the lessons of EU operations. 

Nevertheless, in some corners, Pooling & 

Sharing and, thus, our work in EDA, were 

perceived as threatening defence budgets. 

Therefore, we had to be very careful not 

to give our stakeholders the impression 

that the objective was “to do more with 

less”. We constantly had to reassure 

them that EDA was there to support them 

to do things better together, not to cut 

their spending. We not only needed more 

defence cooperation but also more defence 

spending. We all agreed that to pool and 

share, you need proper capabilities to pool 

and share.

In December 2013, the European Council 
held a first debate on defence and identified 
priority actions for stronger cooperation. 
How big a political impetus was this for 
EDA’s work?  
C.-F.Arnould: It was essential. We had 

always tried to persuade the Heads of 

State and Government to address defence 

Was the newly born agency immediately 
taken seriously by national MoDs? 
N.Witney: Yes and no. I was very fortunate to 

be there at a time when the general mood 

and political momentum were very positive 

and pro-EU. Europe was so fashionable 

and popular. EDA and defence cooperation 

were new projects and everyone wanted 

to be part of them! It was also the time of 

enlargement, and all the new members were 

so enthusiastic. All this played in our favour. It 

was only over time that I realised the extent 

of resistance and inertia in the machinery: 

it was hugely difficult to get the Ministries 

of Defence actually to change the way they 

spend their money.

You mean resistance from the military? 

N.Witney: Yes, definitely. If there was one group 

of stakeholders who were not supportive 

to EDA at the outset, it was the military. 

This came to me as a big surprise. I think 

the reality was that, as professional men, 

they were much more comfortable working 

with the Americans in NATO, and viewed 

European defence with some skepticism; 

crisis-management operations were seldom 

greeted with enthusiasm. But perhaps I was 

unrealistic in my expectations of how rapidly 

a complex culture could change.

During the mandate of Alexander Weis, one 
of the highlights was the first Capability 

Development Plan (CDP) drawn up in 2008. 
Did it lay the groundwork for today’s joint 
planning and prioritisation?  
J.Domecq: Yes, absolutely. But the CDP has 

strongly evolved since then. The first three 

versions of 2008, 2011 and 2014 cannot be 

compared to the 2018 plan which, for the first 

time, has now been recognised by Member 

States as the baseline reference for all 

European efforts in that domain. For a long 

time, MoDs had viewed the CDP as a nice tool 

to have but they only remembered it once 

every few years when it had to be reviewed. 

In between, they didn’t take it into account 

when drafting their national plans. That has 

changed. Today’s baseline CDP is a result of 

EDA’s work throughout the years.

Madame Arnould, under your tenure, EDA 
gained traction with the ‘Pooling & Sharing’ 
concept which guided its work for years.  

C.-F.Arnould: ‘Pooling & Sharing’ was a 

concept which provided much political 

impetus for EDA’s subsequent work. The 

objective was broadly and simply to be 

more efficient by acting together. Then 

came the question: should the Pooling 

& Sharing initiative be hosted by the EU 

Military Committee (EUMC) or by EDA? I 

had very pragmatic discussions with the 

Chairman of the Military Committee at the 

time, General Håkan Syrén, and we agreed 

that we should support each other. And, 

EDA ANNIVERSARY: CHIEF EXECUTIVES

“EDA and defence 
cooperation were new 
projects and everyone 
wanted to be part of 
them”
Nick Witney
EDA Chief Executive 2004-2007
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cooperat ion .  Not  in  vague st rategic 

terms but linked to the main topics that 

dominated their agenda: economic growth, 

job creation, innovation, etc. Herman Van 

Rompuy, as President of the European 

Council, agreed that this approach was the 

best way to ensure the leaders’ interest for 

defence and their commitment. We worked 

with the President’s very pragmatic and 

efficient cabinet, with the Commission, 

with the Secretariat of the Council and, 

together, provided input for the debate 

on those issues which went well, even if 

some important ideas such as a financial 

mechanism largely disappeared. At the 

same time, a strong incentive was provided 

by the decision taken by the Belgian 

authorities to provide VAT exoneration for 

programmes conducted in EDA.

Did it have an immediate impact on EDA’s 
work? 
C.-F.Arnould: Yes, of course. We chose four 

projects which were fully supported by 

Member States: air-to-air refueling, remotely 

piloted aircraft systems, governmental 

satellite communications and cyber. These 

were topics on which everybody wanted to 

see action and results. Industry was also 

involved, which was crucial. 

N.Witney: A key aspect of the December 2013 

conclusions was that they set deadlines, 

meaning that project leaders were required 

to come back to the European Council within 

18 months and brief on progress. But the 

tragedy was that it actually didn’t happen 

because, somehow, the ball was dropped 

afterwards...  

J.Domecq: We should not forget that in 

2014/2015, things changed drastically and 

new security threats, such as terrorism, 

arose in and around Europe. All of that made 

citizens and governments think: shouldn’t 

we cooperate more and better to protect our 

citizens? This new context led to the 2016 

EU Global Strategy which set the tone for a 

much more ambitious security and defence 

agenda. 

Mr Domecq, you arrived at the Agency at 
that particular moment, in 2015. 
J.Domecq: Indeed. And the first thing that 

struck me was the continuous questioning 

by Member  S tates of  the tasks they 

previously had given to the Agency. And 

while we mostly managed to deliver on those 

tasks, Member States very often got cold feet 

and backtracked... But as time went on, they 

increasingly understood that there is only 

one place where they can get all the different 

military viewpoints – from armament to 

capability & planning directors, from research 

to defence policy directors – reflected in one 

single platform. And that is EDA. 

Your mandate so far is marked by the 
setting-up of new EU tools (CARD, PESCO, 
EDF) all of which EDA is involved in. Is this a 
true water-shed moment for the Agency? 
J.Domecq: Well, I would argue that EDA 

has gone from one water-shed moment to 

another since its creation. The Agency’s life 

is as challenging as are the efforts to have 

a more efficient European defence. Both go 

hand in hand. I think that the future of the 

Agency will be very much tied to the success 

of PESCO. It’s two sides of a same coin, and 

it’s not by chance that the Treaty put us 

together.

Going forward, it is important that Member 

States have a clear view on what EDA should 

concentrate on. That’s why the Agency’s 2017 

Long Term Review (LTR) was so important. 

It reinforced EDA as a real planning and 

prioritisation instrument, which it was not 

before. It also confirmed the Agency as 

the natural European hub for collaborative 

d e f e n c e  c a p a b i l i t y  a n d  t e c h n o l o g y 

development. And EDA’s third key mission is 

to ensure that EU policies take into account 

what our Armed Forces need.  

The strategic discussion we had during the 

LTR with Ministers’ sherpas was essential 

to define and strengthen the Agency’s 

missions and to prepare it for the roles it 

is now playing in CARD, PESCO and the EDF. 

Now that the European Commission has 

jumped into the defence realm, we needed 

to have a clear vision from Member States 

on where they want EDA to be placed on the 

new defence map. 

Is EDA now well enough equipped for the 
future, or do you see the need for further 
adjustments? 
J.Domecq: We continue to evolve. Member 

States have to understand that if they don’t 

reflect at home the collaborative efforts done 

at EU level – for instance if they ignore the 

European capability development priorities 

when setting up their national defence plans 

– then EDA will become a mere bureaucratic 

householder. This would mean that Member 

States don’t take seriously the support work 

we do for them. That is the first big challenge 

I see for the Agency. 

The second challenge is to make sure EDA 

has the right resources, especially human 

resources. We are all fishing in the same 

pond: we, the Agency, but also the national 

administrations which have huge staffing 

needs, especially since defence budgets 

are rising again. NATO is also having staff 

increases. Plus of course the Commission

Alexander Weis
EDA Chief Executive 2007-2011
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Research). The UK was so nervous about 

it that they intended to raise the issue 

at the level of a NATO summit. But we 

demonstrated that EDA could successfully 

provide the interface between the military 

requirements and the EU structures in 

charge of that programme. I remember that 

Catherine Ashton came for a visit when 

a SESAR related meeting was also taking 

place in the building. She could hardly 

believe that we had in one of our meeting 

rooms all NATO nations, including the US 

and Turkey, as well as all EDA members, 

including Cyprus, SESAR Joint Undertaking 

and NATO International secretariat sitting at 

the same table.  

N.Witney: This would have been totally 

impossible in my days! It shows how things 

have changed.  

C .- F. Arn o u l d:  A n o t h er  a s p e c t  o f  o u r 

relationship with NATO was the strong 

support we got from the US, especially the 

Pentagon. They were very supportive of 

what we were doing at EDA, especially in the 

field of air-to-air refuelling. It was important 

for them to show, including to the Congress, 

that Europeans were beginning to be serious 

about enhancing their capabilities and 

addressing their shortfalls. 

J.Domecq: When I arrived, I immediately 

saw the need for a structured relationship 

with NATO, upstream, in the prioritisation 

domain. Today we work hand in hand on 

key tools such as CDP, NDPP and CARD and 

in many other domains. So, even before 

the EU-NATO Joint Declaration (in 2016), 

we had already gone ahead with closer 

cooperation. We avoid duplication in both 

senses. And, importantly, during my period, 

our Member States never blocked NATO 

from participating in a single meeting in 

EDA. Which, unfortunately, has not been the 

case the other way around. Looking ahead, 

transparency will be essential for a strong 

relationship. 

And the relationship with the European 
Commission? How has it evolved over time? 
C.-F.Arnould: Just before my appointment, 

relations were difficult, particularly in the 

context of the revision of the Joint Action 

(which was replaced in 2011 by a Council 

which will have to attract defence experts 

in the future. How can we handle this 

challenge? On the European side, we should 

try to avoid duplication of structures.

The third challenge will be to maintain EDA 

as a hub where it is interesting for industry 

to engage in for the development of new 

innovative and disruptive technologies, 

such as Artificial Intelligence, which will 

change the way warfare is conducted in 

the future. 

What is your personal assessment of 
the way EDA’s relationship with NATO has 
evolved over years? 
N.Witney: Things have changed considerably. 

When I arr ived, there were desperate 

political problems around the relationship 

between the EU’s CSDP and NATO. Therefore, 

my first concern was not so much to seek 

cooperation but rather to deconflict the 

situation with NATO. When NATO decided 

to take up one particular topic to improve 

collective defence, we would focus on 

something else. To not obstruct each other, 

that was probably the best we could hope 

for at that time.

C.-F.Arnould: During my time, we had to 

demonstrate that we work well with NATO. I 

was happy to find efficient and cooperative 

partners on their side. The work with the 

Allied Command Transformation (ACT) was 

excellent, in particular to deconflict activities 

under Poo l ing & Shar ing and “Smar t 

Defence” that the NATO Secretary General 

promoted soon afterwards. 

I also would like to mention a topic on 

which cooperat ion was par t icu lar ly 

efficient: SESAR (Single European Sky ATM 

EDA ANNIVERSARY: CHIEF EXECUTIVES

“EDA is well placed and equipped 
to play a key role in the field of 
joint capability development, for 
today and tomorrow”
Claude-France Arnould 
EDA Chief Executive 2011-2015
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Decision). I remember a letter from the 

Commission that challenged some key EDA 

missions, especially related to competition, 

markets and the implementation of the two 

defence directives. But we found the proper 

formulation rather quickly, thanks to Michel 

Barnier and his cabinet. 

Afterwards, the cooperation was excellent 

and easy on many is sues .  I  a l ready 

mentioned SESAR JU. I should add DG 

MOVE, DG Connect, and agencies such as 

EASA: on certification, for instance, which I 

regard as very important, our work was fully 

complementary. The main challenge was 

with DG Industry and Market: either you have 

theological quarrels on who should do what 

– community versus intergovernmental 

approach – or you concentrate on what is to 

be done and where it is best achieved. We 

did not always agree on everything but we 

knew that we really needed each other to be 

successful. And I was lucky enough to have 

great interlocutors both in the cabinets and 

the DGs. 

J.Domecq: Today, EDA has working relations 

with 16 Directorates-General (DG) in the 

Commission. We also have reinforced our 

cooperation with its executive agencies, 

such as Frontex, the cyber agencies and 

many others. Something which would have 

been unthinkable some years ago. We’ve 

seen a complete change in Commission 

attitude towards defence: while not so 

long ago, there was a lot of reluctance and 

even dogmatism on their side not to touch 

anything related to defence, it now wants 

to get involved notably with the European 

Defence Fund. There is also talk of a DG 

Defence in the next Commission. 

How to you assess these developments? 
J.Domecq: I have nothing against a DG 

Defence to manage the big budget of the 

European Defence Fund. But we should 

not throw away the results of the test runs 

we did over the past three years. I mean 

the Pilot Project as well as the Preparatory 

Action on Defence Research (PADR) which 

is managed by EDA and is going very well; 

you only have to read the reports of the 

independent experts. Also, we should 

avoid mixing things up, and instead keep a 

clear line on who is doing what. Capability 

prioritisation and defence planning, for 

instance, is not something to be done by 

the Commission. And I don’t know any 

Member State who wants the Commission 

to take care of that. So, if the EDF intends to 

be more than a strong defence cooperation 

incentive, we might end up with a Fund 

which is not capability but industry driven. 

And I’m not sure this is what Member States 

want.   

How do you see the future of the Agency? 
C.-F.Arnould:  EDA is wel l  p laced and 

equipped to play a key role in the field of 

joint capability development, for today 

and tomorrow. The design is outstanding. 

T he combinat ion of  complementar y 

tasks, complementary shareholders, 

the network of stakeholders, having an 

intergovernmental approach but supported 

by a lean and competent structure and 

part of the EU family, building on experts’ 

input but receiving guidance at the political 

level of Defence Ministers, these are 

tremendous assets for what is to be done. 

But Member States have to use EDA’s full 

potential now if they want it to be even 

more useful and efficient in the future. If we 

fail to use today’s momentum for defence 

cooperation, it will be very difficult for us to 

return to it again later. 

J.Domecq: As said before, I think the future 

of the Agency is very much tied to PESCO 

and whether we can make concrete 

progress towards strategic autonomy. If we 

manage to do this, then I see EDA playing a 

very important role, especially for making 

the different EU defence initiatives work in 

a coherent manner. If we don’t get this right 

now, it will be a missed opportunity that 

might not come back anytime soon. 

“I think the future of the Agency 
is very much tied to PESCO 
and whether we can make 
concrete progress towards 
strategic autonomy”
Jorge Domecq
EDA Chief Executive since 2015
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By Antti Kaikkonen, Minister of 
Defence of Finland.

Why EDA is the right intergov ernmental platform for joint 
capability prioritisation, plann ing & development

We  a r e  s o o n  a p p r o a c h i n g  F i n l a n d ’s 
Presidency of the Council of the European 
Union. We will have busy and interesting 
months ahead of us. We are looking at ways 
to promote the EU defence agenda, while 
defence will also be among our main national 
priorities. Our citizens in the EU expect 
a strong focus on security. This means 
especially strengthening the EU as a global 
actor and deepening security and defence 
cooperation as well as enhancing the EU’s 
and Member States’ defence capabilities.

Finland has been supporting EU defence 

cooperation for a long time. A lot has been 

achieved over the years, including the 

creation of the European Defence Agency 

(EDA) 15 years ago. 

EDA was established to support Member 

States in their efforts to improve European 

crisis management capabilit ies and to 

sustain the European Security and Defence 

Policy as it stands now and develops in the 

MEMBER STATES’ VIEW: ANTTI KAIKKONEN

“For a relatively 
small country 
such as Finland, 
cooperation with 
other Member 
States is crucial”
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We in Finland are also happy with EDA’s role 

as a coordinator of military views in wider 

EU policies, as the combined voice of many 

is more effective than the voice of every 

single one. 

The European Commission has taken 

new initiatives in defence matters. While 

welcoming and strongly supporting the 

actions taken by the Commission, we also 

very much value the intergovernmental 

nature of EDA. In our view, there is a need 

for such cooperation format amongst EU 

Defence Ministers. 

As regards EDA’s current activities, I would 

like to highlight three of them in particular. 

EDA’s roles in the Permanent Structured 

Cooperation (PESCO) and the Coordinated 

Annual Review on Defence (CARD) as well as 

in the EU Capability Development Plan (CDP). 

For us, PESCO is a broad framework for 

defence cooperation. EU defence is no 

longer only devoted to crisis management, 

which is a good thing. The goal is to deliver 

full-spectrum capabilities that can be used 

in all formats. It is also important to mention 

that in our view, the EU’s defence initiatives 

are by design complementary to those of 

NATO. EDA, as part of PESCO Secretariat, has 

Why EDA is the right intergov ernmental platform for joint 
capability prioritisation, plann ing & development

done a lot of work with NATO, making sure 

there is no unnecessary duplication.  

EDA has conducted the CARD pi lot  in 

a  p r o fe s s i o n a l  m a n n e r  a n d  i n  g o o d 

cooperat ion with Member States. The 

bilateral negotiations were constructive, 

and the process has been a useful learning 

experience for us. 

The CDP continues to be the backbone of our 

cooperation and the link to national defence 

planning. We were happy with the priorities 

agreed. Naturally, the CDP priorities are also 

a tool to link all the EU initiatives, like PESCO 

and the Defence Fund, together.

From 2017 onwards, senior officials from 

Member States have been working on EDA’s 

Long Term Review. The report based on this 

work was approved by the Defence Ministers. 

Finland was very pleased that the Defence 

Ministers endorsed the reinforcement of 

the Agency as the forum for prioritisation, 

project support and interface towards wider 

EU policies. This is a good basis for the work 

forward. 

I took over as Finland’s Minister of Defence in 

early June and am looking forward to meeting 

my colleagues at EDA Ministerial meetings. 

future. The Agency’s agenda has grown 

rapidly ever since. The Agency is now 

the main intergovernmental platform for 

European level capability planning. For us in 

Finland, EDA is also the main European forum 

for defence materiel cooperation. 

What is important for us is that EDA combines 

different working areas: the development of 

defence capabilities and defence materiel 

cooperation, the strengthening of defence 

technology and industry foundations, and 

the promotion of research and technology 

cooperation in the defence sector. This is a 

quite unique combination. 

Many new EU defence initiatives have been 

launched recently. We see EDA’s biggest 

value in concrete capability projects and 

activities such as cyber defence and military 

mobility.

For a relatively small country such as Finland, 

cooperation with other Member States is 

crucial. 

Looking at EDA’s work in the Research and 

Technology (R&T) domain, we can say that it 

has definitely been of added value for us. We 

have saved resources through cooperation 

and have also learned valuable lessons 

from other Member States. Participation 

in the European defence research and 

development serves the defence research 

needs of Finland. Cooperation between 

Finland and EDA has offered benefits such 

as broader and more in-depth views on 

research problems and support networking 

with other European cooperation partners.

Another good example is the cooperation 

under the Agency’s helicopter training 

programme where EDA has done excellent 

work. Our NH-90 pilots are very satisfied 

and now perform major parts of their basic 

training at these EDA courses.  

In 2016, Finland hosted EDA’s ‘Cold Blade’ helicopter exercise

 © Finnish Defence Forces
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 Accelerated motion: 

EDA’s evolution to a 
mature defence hub 
in just 15 years
Like a heavily weighted train pulling out of its 
station, the European Defence Agency’s initial 
efforts after its creation in 2004 were small 
forward motions, slowly gathering momentum 
and expertise. 

From small feasibility studies and backdoor 
policy consultations with its Member States, 
the Agency has now grown into a central hub 
for defence planning, aligning R&D goals 
among its defence ministries, liaising with EU 
authorities on their behalf and, above all, 
shaping European capability development. 
Not to forget the crucial role it plays in 
ensuring coherence among the several EU 
defence initiatives (revised CDP, CARD, PESCO, 
EDF) launched since 2016. 

As the following pages show, it’s been an 
exciting ride – and one whose momentum 
can only increase over the next 15 years.

KEY ACHIEVEMENTS
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S u c c e s s  i n  a c h i e v i n g  c o o p e r a t i v e 
defence capabilities, however, demands 
prioritisation among the Member States 
– of their goals, their resources and their 
collective effort. 

Fortunately, the EU now has a full set of 

tools that, largely managed by EDA, cover 

the gamut of prioritising activities. These 

include the agency’s Overarching Strategic 

Research Agenda (OSRA) and its set of Key 

Strategic Activities. 

A b o v e  a l l  s t a n d s  t h e  C a p a b i l i t y 

Development Plan (CDP), which was 

s t r a t e g i c a l l y  r e v i s e d  i n  2 0 1 8  a n d 

accepted by EU leaders. The EU capability 

development priorities agreed therein 

serve as a key reference for Member 

States’ and EU’s capability development 

and future cooperat ion under al l  EU 

defence init iatives. The for thcoming 

Coordinated Annual Review on Defence 

(CARD), which is conducted every two 

years, will provide an overview on the 

European defence landscape and its 

coherence, including defence capabilities. 

Capability Development Plan  
Steered by the Agency, the revised CDP 

delivered 11 new EU capability development 

priorities. They span all military domains 

and comprise the following: cyber-response 

operations; space-based information and 

communication; information superiority; 

ground combat capabilities; enhanced 

logistics and medical support; naval

Nurturing cooperative capability development lies at the heart of all activities at EDA, which has 
evolved over its 15 years into the main coordinating body at EU level for that goal. 

Over the past 15 years, EDA established itself as... 

The main architect of 
EU defence capability 
priorities 

 © European Council
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maneuverability; underwater control; air 

superiority; air mobility; integration of air 

capabilit ies; and f inally, cross-domain 

capabilities.

Notably, the above list does not describe 

specific kinds of equipment, systems, 

models or weapons. For example, to achieve 

naval maneuverability the CDP calls for 

maritime situational awareness, surface 

superiority and power projection – without 

mandating the details.

Indeed, unlike other capability planning 

processes, the CDP derives its capability 

development priorities by first prioritising 

the tasks that Europe’s militaries would 

need to carry out now and in the future, 

before identifying the kinds of equipment 

and weaponry needed to do that. 

This inversion of the usual process explains 

the unique approach that the Member 

States, the Agency and other EU players use 

to define and update the plan’s priorities. 

“It’s verbs – versus nouns – that are unlinked 

to specific systems, units or platforms,” 

says Kris Herrebout, EDA’s project officer for 

the CDP.  

NATO’s defence planning process, for 

e x a m p l e ,  r e v o l v e s  a r o u n d  s p e c i f i c 

capabilities – a type of ship or aircraft or 

tank. It is a taxonomy of things, used for 

quantitative analysis of shortfalls and 

apportionment. By contrast, the CDP “works 

with a taxonomy of tasks,” he said. 

Facilitating Member States’ cooperative 

capability development was the raison d’être 

behind the Agency’s birth in 2004. Prior 

to that, the EU’s attempts to generate the 

military muscle it needs did not yield much. 

Its so-called Helsinki Headline Goal of 1999 to 

produce a European rapid reaction force of 

60,000 by 2003 fell far short of the mark. The 

European Capability Action Plan, a bottom-up 

attempt to generate the capabilities, fell short 

of expectations. It and other factors were 

behind the Member States’ decision to create 

EDA as a permanent forum where Europe’s 

defence ministry personnel could exchange 

ideas and expertise to better coordinate how 

capabilities are generated.

Today’s CDP descends from the first one 

delivered in mid-2008, and two subsequent 

revisions in 2011 and 2014. Those revisions 

reflected the changes in Europe’s security 

environment. Whereas the 2008 CDP was 

focused mainly on expeditionary priorities, 

the subsequent ones have seen a gradual 

shift to more high-tech, high-end war-fighting 

capabilities.

“Nat iona l  requirement s demand th is :  

more command-and-control capabilities, 

war-fighting vessels, armed drones, etc. 

Nonetheless, while the plan’s priorities have 

changed over the years, the way its goals are 

set has not been altered. How we assemble 

the CDP’s information has changed over  

time, but the structure is still there because 

it has proven its worth time and time again,” 

said Herrebout.

Different inputs from different sources 

T h e  a n a l y s i s ,  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  a n d 

approval of the CDP’s priorities rest on a 

four-strand foundation. As such, the CDP 

combines data and inputs from different 

sources, perspectives and timelines in a 

comprehensive tool.

The first one, Strand A, is focused on the EU’s 

current military capability shortfalls. These 

are derived from scenarios based on the 

EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy 

(CSDP), such as stabilisation operations. The 

difference between what the Member States 

could contribute toward such scenarios – 

the so-called force catalogue – and what 

is theoretically needed to carry out the 

operations’ tasks equals the shortfalls. 

The shortfalls are prioritised according 

to operat ional r isk by the EU Mil i tar y 

Committee, which is also responsible for 

the CDP’s Strand D. Here, the Committee 

provides lessons from operations that 

have a capability development implication. 

This could be a national lesson learnt, one 

from CSDP operations or from coalition 

operations. “You could see this as a reality 

check on Strand A’s CSDP scenarios,” said 

Herrebout.

After that, the CDP process starts to gain 

more complexity. Its Strand C has to take 

into account the medium-term capability 

planning – out to 10 years – across the EDA 

countries to posit where the opportunities 

for cross-border cooperation may lie.

 © EUNAVFOR
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This is where an important EDA tool enters 

the picture: its collaborative database. 

Known as CODABA, the database is fed by 

data from the Member States themselves, 

by studies and from open source data 

gathered by the agency about national 

defence plans and programmes. 

Launched in 2007, the CODABA got off to a 

slow start. The Member States didn’t see 

its value-added at the time and did not 

contribute much, leaving the Agency to 

feed data into it on a catch-as-catch-can 

basis. But slowly its utility as a tool for 

identifying the commonality of goals and 

capability efforts between the Member 

States began to emerge. 

A sea change took place in 2014 when 

the Agency made a concerted effort 

to demonstrate CODABA’s utility to its 

constituent defence ministries.  It put more 

money into gathering the data, turned to 

outside contractors for support, carried 

out additional studies and seconded more 

people within the agency to make this 

happen. From a collection of 427 records in 

2014, the database mushroomed to 8,500 

in 2018 – an increase of 2000 percent. 

“The more information you have, the better 

your picture and thus the more you can 

extract examples of where the Member 

States should be working together toward 

cooperative capability development,” 

Herrebout said. “The CODABA shows which 

countries are working on similar things, 

which regional groupings for capability 

development make the most sense, 

where national plans between members 

converge and so on. National capitals are 

now using it in those ways.”

Finally, there is the CDP’s fourth segment, 

which offers the long-term view. Strand 

B tries to project capability trends into 

the future – until 2035 – but with a twist. 

“This means looking not only at what 

possibilities the future offers to us but also 

to our adversaries and what they could do 

with those capabilities,” said Herrebout. 

Once all the strands’ in-put is received, 

the process to derive priorities form the 

CDP starts. This is done in permanent 

dialogue with the Member States and 

other EU stakeholders in a transparent 

manner. With the help of EDA, the Member 

States priorit ise the tasks, with the 

resulting priorities agreed at political level. 

These priorities reflect both the EU’s and 

Member States’ perspective. It is then 

up to the Member States to achieve the 

capabilities. 

Capability-driven, output-oriented 
How to keep the whole CDP process 

capability-driven and output-oriented are 

two obvious challenges. Regarding the 

former, for example, “one might have the 

impression that the CDP is for industry. 

However, industry does not prefigure in 

any of the strands except a bit in Strand 

B and its long-term forecasting work,” 

observed Herrebout. “But even there, it 

is only as additional information in the 

form of studies, and not in the capability 

requirements themselves.” 

More impor tant is the CDP ’s imple-

mentation. “We don’t want this thing to 

remain a theoretical exercise. We want to 

inform Member States’ national defence 

planning processes and support them to 

develop the capabilities Europe needs, 

and to do in a manner which leads to more 

coherence of the European capability 

landscape at large,” he stated.

T h a t  p o i n t s  d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e  E D A’ s 

forthcoming “Strategic Context Cases” 

(SCC) which were developed together with 

Member States. There will be one SCC for 

each of the capability plan’s 11 priority 

areas. The Agency has recently put the 

finishing touches on all the SCCs and will 

submit them for approval to its steering 

board of national Capability Directors 

in June 2019, and then implementation 

starting in late 2019.

The purpose of the SCCs is to generate, 

facilitate and guide the implementation 

of collaborative solutions in a European 

c o n t e x t .  E a c h  S C C  d e s c r i b e s  t h e 

possible avenues of approach for the 

implementation to achieve the capabilities 

needed for each priority. Just as important, 

the strategic context cases will be living 

documents that are updated every one or 

two years.  

 © Airbus © SAAB AB
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From its first tenuous contacts in 2004 
w i th  indus t r y,  na t io na l  a rma ment s 
officials and defence research institutes 
to involve them in its R&D feasibil ity 
studies, EDA has established itself as 
an efficient manager and implementer 
of unprecedented collaborative defence 
research programmes funded by the 
European Commission. 

“We have demonstrated that centrally-

funded EU defence research is possible,” 

says Denis Roger, who served as EDA 

Director for European Synergies and 

Innovation from May 2014 to April 2019. 

Roger helped position the Agency for its 

future overseer role in EU defence research. 

“That is a major achievement.”

One of the primary reasons behind the 

Agency’s creation 15 years ago was to 

encourage more cross-border defence R&D 

and capabilities among its Member States. 

The goals were, as they remain today, to 

foster innovation, promote interoperability 

and common requirements among national 

militaries across Europe and encourage the 

collaborative planning, development and 

acquisition of assets and capabilities to 

generate efficiencies for all.

Ups and downs 
As with any entity blazing new ground, the 

Agency had its ups and downs over the years 

in pursuit of those goals. 

Some of its ambitions for getting national 

research to converge in specific areas for 

standardised kit were premature and never 

took off. By contrast, others are now leading 

to common standards or approaches to kit 

such as soldier systems and field hospitals, 

certification methods for military aircraft 

or manufacturing processes for weaponry 

such as additive manufacturing (see box – 

page 22). 

One const raint  has been EDA’s own 

research budget, which has always been 

tiny. But that has also forced the Agency 

to carefully choose only those topics for 

study or development whose chances 

are highest for follow-on action by the 

Member States or the EU. These have 

ranged from small-scale efforts such as 

modular parts for in-theatre bio-detection 

systems to technical studies for Europe’s 

next-generation large-body military drone.

A  g o o d  e x a m p l e  i s  t h e  A g e n c y ’ s 

self-financed pair of studies, known as 

STASS I and II, to investigate common 

functions and kit that go into soldier 

sys t em s:  p ower  s o urc es ,  s o f t ware 

a n d  e l e c t r o n i c s ,  v o i c e  a n d  d a t a 

communications, sensors and so on. The 

studies’ results sparked enough interest 

among their participating nations for the 

European Commission to include it among 

the 2017 call for proposals of its Preparatory 

Action on Defence Research (the “GOSSRA” 

project) for expanded development. 

Indeed, the value of defence research 

at European level is finally coming into 

its own with the EU’s planned creation, 

starting in 2021, of a fully-fledged European 

Defence Fund (EDF). It will be split into 

two so-called windows. One will focus on 

defence capability development, with the 

Commission co-funding projects at various 

rates with national capitals. The other 

window will support defence R&D projects 

at 100% from the EU’s next 2021-2027 

Over the past 15 years, EDA established itself as...

Manager of 
European Defence 
Research  

At the beginning of this century the idea of 
“European” defence research carried out under the 
EU’s auspices would have been scoffed at in most 
policy circles as either a joke or inconceivable, or 
both. How times have changed. 

KEY ACHIEVEMENTS: DEFENCE RESEARCH



EUROPEAN DEFENCE MATTERS I 2019 I Issue #17  � 21

“Horizon Europe” general research budget, 

with about €500 million set aside each year 

for that purpose.

Taking into account the lessons learnt 

from the Preparatory Action on Defence 

Research (PADR), it would be useful if EDA 

gains a central role in managing the EDF’s 

research projects as they get off the ground 

in 2021. Interest across Europe’s defence 

community in understanding how this will 

work is very strong, as evidenced by the 

500-strong crowd that gathered in Bucharest 

in late March for a defence R&T conference 

co-organised by the Agency and the EU’s 

Romanian Presidency.

From Pilot Project to EU Defence Research 
Programme 
Though the EDF and its objectives are now 

taken for granted, the notion of using EU 

money to directly finance defence research 

and capabilities was by no means a given, 

even just a few years ago. 

To get there, it was deemed necessary to 

first test the concept in the form of a small 

EU-funded pilot project.

“When I first arrived at the Agency in 2014 

the pilot project was still a very fuzzy idea, 

and a controversial one,” said Denis Roger. 

“Very few people thought it would be feasible 

and even the Commission was not fully 

convinced it would fly. We heard all kinds 

of arguments against it: legally, EU-funded 

defence research was not allowed; national 

capitals would never accept it because that 

was their prerogative; the Commission had 

no expertise in the sector, and so on.”

But  at  the in i t ia t ive of  the European 

Parliament, and working closely with the 

Agency, the Commission soldiered on. It 

granted a tiny budget in 2015 of €1.4 million for 

three pilot projects, each to be implemented 

by EDA and completed by the end of 2018.

To say that was a challenge for the Agency is 

putting it mildly. 

“The fact that EDA was the implementing 

body for the pilot projects was a feather in 

its cap, but being a small Agency, it had to 

do fast turn-around work,” observed Dirk 

Tielbuerger, EDA’s Head of Unit in charge of 

PADR. “Each day in the run-up to the projects’ 

launch we bumped into new obstacles. Could 

we copy-paste the EU’s Horizon 2020 rules 

to the defence sector? What was the right 

level of detail for the technical requirements? 

Whose IPR [intellectual property rights] rules 

would apply? How to manage each project’s 

market uptake?”

For tunate ly,  one of  the Agency ’s b ig 

advantages is its large and well-established 

network of defence ministry contacts at all 

levels – technical, R&D, acquisition, testing 

– and its contacts with industry. “That was 

a major asset in enabling us to bring the 

projects to completion on time,” he said. 

EDA manages the Preparatory 
Action on Defence Research 
(PADR) based on a delegation 
agreement signed with the 
Commission in May 2017

Mario Guerra © THALES
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The pilot project ’s success led to the 

Commission’s nex t defence research 

decision: to expand the initiative into the 

formal three-year PADR. Launched in May 

2017 with a budget of €90 million, the action 

is financing a clutch of innovative research 

efforts, from reconfigurable system-on-

a-chip technology and high-power laser 

effectors to interoperability standards for 

unmanned military systems and methods 

for achieving electromagnetic spectrum 

dominance. PADR will also support research 

into future disruptive defence technologies.

Again, speed of reaction on the Agency’s 

part was crucial. “The delegation of PADR 

by the Commission to EDA was in May 2017. 

We published its first call the next month 

and signed the first grant agreement in 

December 2017. That is lightning fast by most 

defence standards,” said Tielbuerger. 

Ul t imately, however, i t  was the close, 

near- dai ly  coordinat ion bet ween the 

Commission and the Agency that enabled the 

programme to move ahead so quickly.

“I think the most important lesson learnt 

during the Preparatory Action was the need 

for really strong cooperation between the 

EDA and the Commission,” said EDA Chief 

Executive Jorge Domecq. “The Commission 

has the right-of-initiative, can mobilise a lot 

of money and makes things move with an 

effective decision-making process. On EDA’s 

side, it knows all the defence details: project 

management, harmonisation of views across 

its Ministries of Defence, how to prioritise 

the technical goals and its cross-sectoral 

network of experts. The respective strengths 

and weakness of the two organisations were 

complementary, and that is the model for the 

future,” he observed.  

EDA research projects: from pin-point to 
system-of-systems capabilities
Since its inception, the Agency has managed some 200 
research projects worth more than €1 billion. These range 
from the narrowest to the widest of objectives. For example, 
the singular technology of additive manufacturing, more 
commonly known as 3D printing, offers huge potential for 
cost savings and logistical efficiency to Europe’s militaries by 
enabling instant, on-the-spot production of spare parts, tools 
and even weaponry. 

EDA has studied it for several years and now six of its 
members – Finland, France, Germany, Netherlands, Poland 
and Sweden – as well as Norway are pursuing the idea 
with their “Additive Manufacturing Techniques for Energetic 
Materials” (AMTEM) project, which kicked off in February 2019 
with 15 partners and a budget of €3.6 million. A four-year 
endeavour, the AMTEM team will investigate how 3D printing 
techniques could yield new types of warheads and propellants 
faster and cheaper for both short-series production and 
rapid prototyping. Aside from its benefits for the military, 
such technology would also strengthen Europe’s industrial 
competitiveness in the additive manufacturing field.

Another example of successful R&T initiated at EDA is its 
integrated research programme in unmanned maritime systems 
(UMS), approved by defence ministers in 2009. So far 15 individual 
research and technology projects worth more than €50 million 
have been launched under its aegis, including standards and 
interfaces for more interoperable European unmanned maritime 
systems, network-enabled cooperation systems of autonomous 
vehicles, buried mines and hybrid fuel cells. Ten EDA members 
(Belgium, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, Netherlands, Poland, 
Portugal, Spain, Sweden) and Norway are currently involved. 

At the other end of the research scale is the PADR project known 
as OCEAN 2020. Launched in March 2018 with a budget of EUR 
35 million, the two-year project is overseeing the integration of 
above-water, surface and underwater unmanned vehicles with 
manned platforms to boost the maritime situational awareness 
of Europe’s navies. Over 40 industry, navy and research players 
from 15 EU countries are involved in the project, which will 
organise two live demonstrations of the capability, the first 
in the Mediterranean in the latter half of 2019, followed by the 
second in the Baltic Sea in 2020.

OCEAN 2020, one of the EU funded preparatory action projects, will demonstrate technologies 
for enhanced situational awareness in a naval environment using unmanned systems

© SAAB
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This beehive of expert activity lies at the 
heart of one of the Agency’s primary roles: 
to function as a hub for identifying, defining, 
and coordinating collaborative capability 
programmes in Europe. The reference point 
around which this activity is organised is the 
EU’s Capability Development Plan (CDP) and 
its 11 priorities. 

Those priorities range across all domains 

from sea to space, including cross-cutting 

c a p ab i l i t e s ,  w i t h  t h e i r  m ana g em en t 

overseen by EDA. At its most basic, the 

CDP is the EU’s overall tool for developing 

strategic autonomy and a major ‘driver’ for 

R&T investment, armaments cooperation 

and Europe’s defence industries.

Various iterations of the CDP have been 

around for years, the first being launched 

in 2008. However, it is really only in the 

last few years that its objectives have 

come into the sharpest focus as a result of 

wider policies, namely the EU’s 2016 Global 

Strategy, the European Commission’s June 

2017 unveiling of the European Defence Fund 

and the Member States’ decision to launch 

Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) 

in December 2017.

EDA worked closely with national capitals to 

tailor the CDP in June 2018 with its current 

set of objectives to support those policy 

developments. It is also changing how the 

CDP priorities are tackled. 

The stress now is on output orientation, 

based on strong political guidance. “We 

are now changing the basic way we work 

to generate capability projects,” explains 

Jean-Youri Marty, EDA’s Deputy Director of 

Capability Armament Technology. 

Moving away from only bottom-up   
During its early years, for example, the 

Agency used mainly a bottom-up approach 

to generate cooperative projects. The 

guiding priorities were set at ministerial 

level but they were more EDA-centric, and 

it fell largely to the Agency to identify topics 

where it thought something could be done 

among capitals for collaborative capability 

development. 

Over the past 15 years, EDA established itself as... 

The European hub for 
multinational capability 
development 

One of the first things a visitor sees when arriving at EDA’s ground-floor reception area is a 
small screen showing news and events pertaining to the Agency’s activities. Pick any workday 
of the year and chances are that most of the items on display will involve meetings of defence 
officials from EDA’s 27 Member States. And many of those meetings will comprise technical 
experts working on one aspect or another of multi-nation capability development, be it 
research, design, prototyping, programme definition or budgeting. 

KEY ACHIEVEMENTS: EXPERT HUB
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Once a topic was identified, EDA aimed to 

harmonise the requirements, clarify which 

Member States could logically participate, 

and then define a business case for an 

ad hoc project involving the interested 

countries. This meant defining the main 

work packages, coming up with a budget, 

understanding the type of industries to be 

involved and so on – details that down-in-

the-weeds national experts had to mostly 

cobble together themselves.

Where this worked, the results have been 

impressive. Via the Agency, national naval 

experts began creating a network in 2006 

(“MARSUR”) to seamlessly exchange 

maritime awareness data between their 

navies, an endeavour that is now moving 

to industrial scale. 

A n o t h er  e x a m p l e  is  EDA’s  o n g o in g 

GOVSATCOM project. Having reached initial 

operating capability in January 2019 after 

five years of preparation, it demonstrates 

the benefits of pooling national satellite 

communications capabilities by sharing 

them on an efficient pay-per-use basis 

amongst EDA countries. 

A sterling example of ‘hub success’ has 

been the Agency’s work on the multirole 

tanker transport aircraft project (MMF). First 

explored in 2012, a five-strong group of 

nations (EDA members Belgium, Germany, 

Luxembourg and Netherlands, plus EDA 

partner country Norway) signed a contract 

in July 2016 to purchase 8 Airbus A330 

aircraft. Based on each nation buying 

operational hours at a fixed cost, other EDA 

countries are now considering it as well – a 

collective capability that will go far toward 

filling a long-standing gap in Europe.

But the bottom-up approach has had 

its setbacks too. The telling example 

here was the Agency’s idea, launched 

in 2007, for multi-nation development of 

future tactical unmanned air systems 

for maritime and land applications. Its 

research group produced a solid set of 

good recommendations in 2011, but it died 

on the vine. 

“Everyone liked the results a lot, but it 

never led anywhere because there was no 

pre-existing requirement for cooperation 

in the plans and budgets of the Member 

States involved. It was not embedded 

there,” observed Marty. “At the experts’ 

level there was no way they could start 

with a blank page and shape the future of 

capability development in Europe. Each 

came to the table with their own national 

plan, hoping to find something in common, 

even though they could not deviate much 

from that plan. In the end, it was an attempt 

to bend those plans a bit by cross-checking 

and looking for overlaps but there was only 

so much bending they could do.”

Eventually, with all those experts mingling 

together within EDA, it emerged that the 

only logical way forward was to identify 

new things that all could support. 

And that required a novel political approach 

as well.

Main lessons learnt 

“It was the central lesson learnt,” observed 

Marty. “To get effective capability dev- 

elopment going among the Member States 

you need the bottom-up expertise of 

course, but it must absolutely be combined 

Optimising MBTs on a 
European scale
One of the most difficult capability goals facing the EU Member States has been to 
decide how to upgrade, redesign or rationalise their fleets of main battle tanks (MBTs). A 
legacy of the Cold War, there are some 5000 MBTs scattered across Europe, where some 
16 different models jostle alongside one another. 

Some EU countries have too many while others none at all. How to deal with this 
situation in an efficient way has been a longstanding challenge.

A solution is in sight, however. In spring 2017 EDA launched its programme, “Optimisation 
of the MBT Capability in Europe.”  Focused on the legacy Leopard 2 chassis (both MBTs 
and derivatives), this pilot project is testing how surplus Leopard platforms with basic 
equipment in one country can be transferred to others. 

Key to the idea is to pool not only the recipients’ demand for the Leopard but also their 
requirements for upgrading to one of its latest configurations. By doing the latter, the 
programme will create pan-European upgrade work across the recipient countries to 
yield a single type of platform, the same type of derivatives and common training and 
logistic support. 

Following an earlier request for information on behalf of its interested Member States, 
more consultations with industry will take place during 2019. Afterwards, each interested 
EDA country will then decide on the level of its engagement in the programme, thus 

overcoming the sector’s longstanding inertia.
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with a strong political drive. The top-down 

political support has to be there.”

One of EDA’s main tools to emerge from 

that insight is its for thcoming set of 

strategic context cases [SCCs]. Broadly, 

these are future-geared scenarios whose 

strategic implications are intended to get 

all EDA’s constituent Ministries of Defence 

to pinpoint where their capability gaps 

overlap, and how they could work together 

in various groups to fill those gaps. It’s the 

ultimate top-down approach.

“This is what we are trying to do with the 

strategic context cases: use them as a 

magnet to draw the Ministries of Defence 

together,” said Mar ty. “Take counter-

IED [improvised explosive devices], for 

example. The SCCs will require the Member 

States to define exactly what they want: 

purchase an ex ist ing C- IED system, 

develop a new one, or restrict it just to 

joint training? These kinds of questions 

have to be addressed at national MoD 

level, and then filtered down to produce a 

multi-nation programme with a budget and 

officials who have the mandate to work 

together.”

There wil l  also be another change to 

the way capabilities are approved for 

development: projects or programmes 

flowing from the SCCs will be prepared 

with national experts from the capability 

branch and the armaments branch of each 

defence ministry.

“That has been another key lesson,” said 

Marty. “When you harmonise an initial 

requirement , you normally work with 

the end-users versus the armaments 

directors. This might be an issue because 

when a project lands unbeknownst on 

an armament director ’s desk without 

his views reflected on restrictions on 

work-share arrangements, intellectual 

property rights and other areas, it is unlikely 

it will be supported. Also, security of supply 

often enters the picture, with the insistence 

that work be granted to native industry 

to maintain national competences. By 

involving armaments directors earlier in the 

game, we can at least escalate problems 

quickly and try to find a solution.”

Guiding goals to conclusion 
In the end the new top-down approach 

should augment the Agency’s efficacy as 

a consultative hub, with clearer objectives 

from the outset for experts to discuss.  

Thus, if specific air combat objectives 

are the goal, then the experts will focus 

on those only. Conversely, if an expert’s 

national plan excludes discussion of one 

thing or another, then the expert will have 

the time to explore back home how national 

plans could be changed to accommodate 

the capability goals.

The timelines of capability development will 

also change, according to Marty. “The more 

specific the objective, the more demanding 

you can be regarding the timing of its 

output,” he said.  

“So, we might say to the group of national 

experts: provide a description and a plan 

six months from now of what is feasible 

regarding X that we can present to the 

EDA’s steering board [of national defence 

ministers]. If such a request came back 

empty, then we’d know that either the 

guidance was incorrect or there is an 

issue preventing people around the table 

from doing the work, and thus we can take 

corrective action,” he said. “This whole SCC 

approach will be about generating projects: 

eliminating all those areas where nothing is 

possible, and focusing on those that are.”  

Cooperative financing for 
cooperative projects
The launch of multi-nation capability projects often stumbles on the mismatched 
budgetary cycles of the participating nations, where some members are ready to go but 
others not. Working with its defence ministries and the European Investment Bank (EIB) 
the Agency has come up with a solution.

EDA’s new Cooperative Financial Mechanism (CFM) will help smooth out disjointed national 
defence research, development and acquisition cycles by offering two sources of “gap 
filler” financing. These will enable group of nations to launch their projects on time. 

The first source is the EIB, which will financially support dual use projects. Acting as the 
bank’s “Facility Agent”, EDA will technically assess projects on its behalf, while serving as 
the administrative liaison point between the bank and the Agency’s Member States.

The second source will be “state-to-state” financing where, on an intergovernmental 
basis, EDA countries will mutually support one another via reimbursable advances and 
deferred payments to facilitate the smooth launch of their capability projects. Not only 
will this help reduce paperwork and delays, but it will see a more efficient collective use of 

Europe’s national defence budgets. 
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