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Ladies and gentlemen,
I appreciate having this opportunity to address you on the issue of Europe’s defence capacities. This is, of course, an eternal problem. It is an issue that has been plagued by empty speeches, failed projects and wasted opportunities. Both the serious security situation we face and the expectations of Europeans when it comes to EU’s role in security require that it must but different now. We must deliver otherwise the EU loses all credibility.
However, I have to voice a small warning at the outset. While I am glad that this conference brings us the opportunity to discuss EU defence cooperation, it should by no means be interpreted as a call for establishing a “European Army”. We should be consistent in explaining that strengthening EU’s defence dimension and increasing defence cooperation among EU member states do not mean creating a federal EU Army. Sadly, there have been tendencies in the media to confuse these two things, most recently in connection with President Juncker’s defence package published on Wednesday.
I also strongly warn against attempts at manufacturing the impression that NATO and the transatlantic defence cooperation are falling apart. They are not. Our efforts to use various EU-based instruments, such as PESCO, to boost Europe’s defence capacities should be seen as contributing to fairer burden-sharing in NATO by strengthening NATO’s European pillar.
Europe’s ambitions in security
The European Global Strategy (EGS) says that our Union must acquire strategic autonomy in Europe’s immediate neighbourhood as well as in the broader world. Achieving such ability requires a range of instruments, including military means to conduct peace and stabilisation operations. We all know the fundamental problem: It is not in the reach of small and medium-sized armies in Europe to independently acquire and maintain all the capabilities that they would need to address current crises adequately.
Moreover, the military equipment Europeans use tends to be very diverse when it comes to the number of platforms, which raises legitimate questions regarding efficiency. We in the Czech Republic have been in the process of gradually replacing our old Eastern Bloc military equipment with Western platforms, thus contributing, in a small way, to the reduction of this diversity.
This all may sound a bit too abstract, so let me give you a practical example. Back in 2011, there were more than 130 thousand troops deployed in the NATO-led ISAF mission in Afghanistan. 33 thousand of them were provided by the EU member states. This is an equivalent of two full divisions, deployed 4,700 kilometres from Prague for an extended period of time.
There are now a number of crisis hotspots directly affecting European security but much closer to Europe. Now, the question is: Is the EU capable of deploying a military force of Afghanistan proportions to a sustained crisis management operation in one of those nearby crisis areas, say in Libya?
It is rather clear that even if there was a consensus that such an operation is needed, the EU would not be able to execute it. Many European militaries, when deploying assets to operations abroad, depend on support provided by the United States, as in Afghanistan. Key operational enablers and important elements of combat support and combat support services are missing.
The truth is that the EU is probably incapable of executing a medium-sized crisis management operation at its doorstep, at least not without significant support from the US. This must change. As Chancellor Merkel said last week, we can no longer expect that somebody else, whose security is not immediately affected, will do crisis management in Europe’ vicinity on our behalf.
EU’s current defence efforts
I don’t want to sound unseemly optimistic but what we have achieved over the past two years in developing EU’s defence dimension is truly unprecedented. Ideas and tools that were considered out of question just a few years ago are being implemented today. This is also true of the EU-NATO cooperation that is of crucial importance given the “single set of forces” principle we all stick to.
PESCO, CARD (Coordinated Annual Review on Defence) and EDAP (European Defence Action Plan) are all tools that can move us forward. But we must always remember that they are not ends in themselves but only means helping us develop capacities that we need to achieve EU’s strategic autonomy.
Across Europe, defence spending is now growing. However, we should not use these resources as in the past and perpetuate the inefficiencies. This is where I see the role of the EU in capability development. The EU should serve as a platform for us to spend more efficiently and acquire necessary capabilities that would enable us to conduct crisis management operations when and where needed. I appreciate the European Defence Agency (EDA) and the Commission for their active role in developing all those new initiatives.
Initiatives such as EDAP should support closer coordination and help the defence industry get through the most critical and risky phases of capability development. It should prompt member states to engage in joint capability development, procurement, servicing and operational deployment.
The dilemmas of EU defence cooperation
There are some questions that are yet to be answered while forming our new EU defence cooperation tools:
· First, there is a question of national autonomy versus efficiency. If we wish to mitigate inefficiencies and achieve coordinated capability development, we have to be ready to accept some limitations on our national autonomy. Consolidation at the European level will inevitably affect many national defence industries. We must make sure that this will lead to the integration of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) into European industry supply chains and not to their elimination. The good news is that, thanks to expanding defence budgets across Europe, the piece of pie the industry can enjoy is now going to be much larger. This creates a favourable environment to achieve some kind of consolidation of Europe’s defence industries based on a win-win formula.
· Second, increasing coordination at the EU level may lead to a deeper involvement of the European Commission in the area of defence, which is a national domain and thus traditionally intergovernmental. We need to ask whether we are ready to trade better capabilities for an enhanced role of the European Commission in defence. For my part, I am in favour of pragmatic solutions within the limits of the treaties of the EU. I will always support the role of the EDA in aggregating member states’ interests. EDA has a particularly strong role in helping SMEs.
· Third, we have to understand that joint capability development projects are not automatically cheaper. In fact, many multinational projects have turned out to be more expensive and protracted than exclusively national solutions. We have to accept that this is sometimes the price we pay for greater integration and coordination.
Addressing the full spectrum of challenges
Before I conclude, I would like to stress one thing. For the Czech Republic it is crucial that EU’s security and defence efforts remain multi-directional and not reduced to a single strategic challenge. To be a credible security provider, the EU must address security concerns of all its members.
The EU must pay consistent attention to what is going on beyond its eastern and not just its southern border. The Czech Republic is focused on both strategic directions. We deploy our military forces and provide military assistance both in the East and in the South. We expect the EU to do the same and develop appropriate civilian and military capabilities for that purpose.
In particular, the situation in Ukraine is of continued concern. It now seems to be slightly out of focus from the European perspective but it should not be. Russia’s planned ZAPAD 2017 military exercise is of special concern as it has a great potential to further destabilise EU’s Eastern Neighbourhood. Russia may use it to increase provocations against Ukraine as well as to test the resolve of EU and NATO members in the East.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Finally, let me stress one thing. An excessive focus on technical issues can be seen as a security risk in itself. Of course, having the right technical solutions is important. But more important is our ability to make decisions, such as on operational deployment. What we need is plain political courage.
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