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The Rīga Conference Policy Briefs
Introductory Remarks

Dear the Rīga Conference Participants, Dear Readers, 

In 2021, international relations have still been sailing in troubled waters, 
and further answers have been sought to issues related to the long-term 
impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on global development.     

This year, on the one hand, existing triggers have augmented: rapid de- 
velopments and power shift in Afghanistan with potentially global conse- 
quences; Russia’s escalation of tension and sabre-rattling at the Ukrainian 
border; increasing confrontation between Israel and the Palestinian Authority; 
and an irresponsible behaviour by the Belarusian regime. On the other hand, 
also the issues long in the focus of international agenda have retained their 
urgency: competition among global and regional powers; increasing risks to 
international rule of law and democratic values; climate change; the diverse 
faces of the migration challenge; the ever-increasing role of new technologies 
in tackling foreign policy matters; and the fight against disinformation. 

It still calls for a responsible and broad-based approach on the part of the 
international community to achieve results conducive to global development 
and security. The further implementation of the European Green Deal policy 
and the NATO reflection process 2030 have been significant contribution to 
this end.

International processes are growing increasingly sophisticated and 
intricate, when alongside a classical approach to diplomacy foreign policy 
makers and implementers are expected to come up with swift, unconven-
tional and creative, while at the same time sustainable and effective solu-
tions. They demonstrate the need for a more inclusive approach that results 
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in even more governmental and non-governmental actors being engaged in 
foreign policy. 

I wish the readers of the Rīga Conference Policy Briefs to continue en- 
riching their insights and knowledge of regional and global foreign policy pro-
cesses and be active in generating new ideas on their path towards that goal. 

Edgars Rinkēvičs
Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Latvia
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Rīga Conference Policy Briefs
Introductory Remarks

“Peace” is defined as “a period in which there is no war”1 or “freedom from 
disturbance; tranquility2”. Like before, this year, globally, there were neither. 
While there have been breakthroughs in combating the COVID pandemic  
with vaccination roll-out and major economic stimuli from governments, 
the virus is continuing to disturb our daily lives. The war in Eastern Ukraine 
is still ongoing as Ukraine battles for its’ territorial integrity, while in Georgia 
the same fight has become a frozen conflict. The hybrid warfare is maturing  
and becoming more complex as demonstrated by Lukashenko’s regime in 
hijacking the Ryanair flight, as well as in orchestrating the recent breaches 
of Latvian, Lithuanian and Polish borders by brutally using innocent, misled  
people as hybrid warfare tools. There is little tranquility in our societies. Dis- 
information continued to be a troublesome weapon throughout the year and 
it has fueled further divisions among people with anti-vaccination campaigns 
being the most prominent theme. The attack on the U.S. Capitol in the be- 
ginning of the year, the rise of conspiracy theories and populism are clear 
symptoms of confused, scared and/or angry people. 

Existing security challenges, such as Russia’s opportunism and constant 
military build-up, uncertainty of terrorism threats boosted by the Taliban take-
over in Afghanistan, unpredictable climate cataclysms, together with emerg- 
ing challenges related to advancements in technology and supply chain  
vulnerabilities will only add to this unrest, this state in-between peace and war.

As a result, demand for security will continue to increase. And Western 
democracies must be able to deliver. Winston Churchill once famously said: 

1	 Oxford Languages
2	 Ibid.
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“Never let a good crisis go to waste”. Thus, we must learn the lessons and 
act decisively to ensure security – to ensure that our democracies are pre- 
pared and capable to overcome whatever might come our way. To ensure that 
our societies feel safe and become more resilient in the face of ever evolving  
challenges. In this endeavor Western democracies need to do more and 
together to achieve true peace.   

Open discussion, exchange of knowledge and ideas can certainly help to 
seek answers on how to do it better and I believe this year’s Riga Conference 
will be a valuable opportunity to do so. 

Artis Pabriks
Minister of Defence of the Republic of Latvia
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INTRODUCTION

The commonly used concept of “strategic autonomy” is certainly part of 
the political discourse rhetoric of the European Union (EU), over which many 
spears have been broken in recent years. Since 2016, when Member States 
adopted the EU Global Strategy Paper1, Europe had to face many unprece- 
dented challenges and threats: uncontrolled migration, terrorism, conflict in 
neighbouring regions, hybrid threats, the consequences of climate change 
affecting the quality of human life and many others. The EU’s ambitions to 
be more responsible for the safety of its citizens were therefore justified. The 
increasing threats coincided with a shift in the power balance of the super-
powers, which highlighted that 1) the US Donald Trump administration dis- 
tanced itself from its traditional global partner Europe and international  
treaties, 2) the aggressive behaviour of the Russian Federation showed that 
its influence on the world could grow and 3) the economic power of the  
People’s Republic of China was increasingly bolstered by political and mili-
tary capacity. The concept of “strategic autonomy” is thus used as a term to  
describe the EU’s commitment to a policy based on developed military cap- 
abilities that are supported by stalwart Member States making rapid and  
decisive decisions to protect and guarantee the security of their citizens.

The demand for joint action to mitigate risks is audible in the capitals 
of all Member States. According to Mark Leonard (Head of the European  
Council on Foreign Relations) and Jeremy Shapiro (an expert on European 
affairs): “After a long period of denial, most European policymakers in both 

1	 European External Action Service. Shared Vision, Common Action: A Stronger Europe. A Global 
Strategy for the European Union’s Foreign and Security Policy. (2016). Retrieved (12.03.2021) from: https://
eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/top_stories/pdf/eugs_review_web.pdf
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Brussels and member states now broadly recognise that preserving what they 
have built in Europe requires a forceful response to the new geopolitical age. 
As a result, a proliferation of terminology and efforts like this one has emerged 
from think tanks and government bodies. All reflect a broad sense that Euro- 
peans need to participate in this global competition or they will lose. Terms 
such as ‘European sovereignty’, ‘strategic autonomy’ and ‘open strategic auto-
nomy’ all seek to address this broad problem even as they emphasise different 
dangers or aspects of it.”2

Over the past five years, there has been no shortage of verbal innovation 
from EU institutions and politicians to describe the same old problems: failure 
to agree on defence and security policies, the implementation of operational 
decisions and a unified course of action in difficult international situations. 
Therefore, it is not surprising that the well-conceived idea of strategic auto-
nomy has not resulted in a cohesive group that admires and welcomes the 
flow of the diversity of the descriptor – strategic sovereignty, open strategic 
autonomy, strategic vision, strategic compass.

At the moment, we can distinguish between three dominant opinion 
groups. One group consists of representatives of EU institutions working 
directly on external, security and defence policy issues and a series of politi-
cal elites from Member States who enthusiastically defend the Union’s move 
towards closer integration in a wide range of policies that strengthen its eco-
nomic, political and military capabilities and would make the EU a stronger, 
more united player on a global scale. This group could be identified as the 
optimists, and it indicates a direction in which Member States would have 
the energy and financial resources to invest in measures that protect citizens  
and long-term national sustainability in general. The second – the critical 
group – is composed of experts (representatives of the epistemic community) 
from world think tanks who highlight the objective reasons for the emergence 
of the concept of strategic autonomy but also question whether the new  

2	 Leonard, M., Shapiro, J. Sovereign Europe, dangerous world: Five years to protect Europe’s capacity 
to act. ECFR, December 2020. Retrieved (12.03.2021) from: Sovereign Europe, dangerous world: Five years to 
protect Europe’s capacity to act – European Council on Foreign Relations (ecfr.eu)
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set of words will resolve conflicts that exist since the birth of the EU, i.e. regard- 
ing strategic cultures, geopolitical interests, national security and defence 
policies. The third group is composed of perseverant critical optimists from 
think tanks, whose reasoning stems from an objective need to make strategic 
choices. If Member States are excluded from participating in international and 
global processes in the short term, then, in the medium term, their populations 
will be at an even greater risk than during the pandemic of 2020-2021 (when 
the closure of borders, solidarity and cross-reference, the range of basic goods 
needed for human life and health, and the lack of vaccines in the EU were 
important examples of the necessity for strategic autonomy).

The wide-ranging set of diverse views further encourages the search for 
answers to the fate of the strategic autonomy of the EU. Will it remain enu- 
merated in official documents as proof of the conflicting expectations of 
Member States, or will it become a political motivator for joint and ambitious 
action? Three milestones are needed to answer this question: where are the 
roots of the EU’s strategic autonomy, what has already been achieved, and in 
what direction is this strategic autonomy evolving?

WHERE ARE THE ROOTS OF THE EU’S STRATEGIC 
AUTONOMY?

Although the concept of strategic autonomy has previously been used 
extensively, it became an integral part of the European Union’s political dis-
course in 2016 with the adoption of the EU’s Global Strategy3, which refers 
to it as one of the pillars of external and security policy. It is significant that 
the Union’s security is covered by this document from a variety of viewpoints, 
including protection, energy, cybersecurity, strategic communications and  
responses to other current challenges. Despite the initial overarching nature of 

3	 European External Action Service. Shared Vision, Common Action: A Stronger Europe. A Global 
Strategy for the European Union’s Foreign and Security Policy. (2016). Retrieved (12.03.2021) from: https:// 
eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/top_stories/pdf/eugs_review_web.pdf
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strategic autonomy, Member States are paying the most attention to the area 
of defence, as it is the sector that is experiencing the slowest integration and 
the highest level of reticence against decisive action.

The focus on defence was determined by the previous experience of 
Member States in protecting their national defence policies, as well as by their 
reluctance to increase spending on national defence. This situation recalls 
past historical attempts to achieve closer cohesion in external and security 
policies, which are characterised by ambitious plans with the increments for 
implementation becoming slower in light of other commitments. The most 
notable examples are the inclusion of a common external and security policy 
in the ambitious Maastricht Treaty in 1993 and the EU’s delayed, ineffective 
and even controversial action during the Balkan war, which had provided  
the opportunity to demonstrate the EU’s commitment to promoting and  
strengthening peace and security beyond its own gates. Another prominent 
example of this situation is the creation of EU Battle Groups. These have been 
operational since 2007 but have not been used once, even in situations where 
their participation could be deemed logical and necessary, such as in the case 
of the Congolese or Libyan missions. Member States have eventually come to 
call for strategic autonomy in the EU’s capacity to mitigate and address inter-
national challenges. They have become aware of the current gaps in military 
capabilities, national defence and security policies, the defence industry and 
R&D. This has happened in light of the ever-increasing capabilities and ambi-
tions of global players, which were further heated up by former US President 
Donald Trump’s frequent criticism of the insufficient investment in defence 
and the non-compliance of member states, as in official documents. If the  
global role of the US is reduced but external threats and regional conflicts 
keep increasing, then there is nothing left for the EU to do but to grow its 
own muscles by building its potential and capacity for defence. If Europe has  
global ambitions, they cannot be achieved by economic or political means 
alone. Military capabilities are also needed.

The initiative for strategic autonomy as it was originally conceived  
raised more questions than answers. There is no doubt that the EU is capable 
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of deftly formulating politically ambitious objectives, but struggles arise in  
the implementation of policy and other processes regarding these ambitions. 
By introducing the concept of strategic autonomy, the intent was to encourage 
Europe to play a more cohesive role in external and security policy as  
opposed to isolating and narrowing its action in international developments. 
This created general confusion  as well as confusion about how to implement 
the concept. The relevance of the term’s interpretation is aptly described by 
the assessment of Leonard and Schapiro: “Such autonomy should not be 
confused with a retreat into isolationism or protectionism. Europe’s open-
ness and the resulting interdependence are the very essence of the European 
integration project. The well-regulated movements of goods, money, people, 
and ideas sit at the heart of the European construction. The point of strategic 
sovereignty, as the European Commission’s idea of ‘Open Strategic Autonomy’ 
also expresses, is to sustain that openness by increasing Europeans’ ability to 
act independently and shape the world around them.”4

The EU’s commitment to not deviate from the chosen path of strategic 
autonomy was reaffirmed once again by the European Commission in 2017 by 
presenting a vision for the future of Europe.5 This was followed by reflection 
papers, one of which focused entirely on protecting Europe6 and made a clear 
reference to the need for closer integration in the development of military and 
civilian capabilities.

If all the initiatives and political commitments following the enforcement 
of the Lisbon Treaty in 2009 and the approval of the EU’s Global Strategy in 
2016 are placed in one basket, it can be argued that they are all focused on 
encouraging Member States to assess, exploit and develop military poten-
tial, which are equally important for guaranteeing the security of citizens and 

4	 Leonard, M., Shapiro, J. Sovereign Europe, dangerous world: Five years to protect Europe’s capacity 
to act. ECFR, December 2020. Retrieved (12.03.2021) from: Sovereign Europe, dangerous world: Five years to 
protect Europe’s capacity to act – European Council on Foreign Relations (ecfr.eu)

5	 White Paper on the Future of Europe. Retrieved (16.03.2021) from: https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/
info/files/white_paper_on_the_future_of_europe_en.pdf

6	 European Commission. (2017). Reflection paper on the future of European Defence. Retrieved 
(16.03.2021) from: https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/reflection-paper-defence_en.pdf
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for strengthening regional and international security. This security basket 
also contains a number of other initiatives including the PESCO7 format, the 
European Defence Fund8, the European Intervention Initiative proposed by 
France9, the Capability Defence Mechanism (CDM), the Coordinated Annual 
Review on Defence (CARD) and the traditional cooperation between the EU 
and NATO, which has been increased since 2016.

WHAT DEVELOPMENT STAGE ARE WE IN DURING  
THE MIDDLE OF 2021?

A change in the conceptual and practical development of the EU’s Stra- 
tegic Autonomy was brought about in the spring of 2020 by the start of a  
pandemic that, at the very high price of human lives, exposed the long- 
standing but obvious problems of the EU. These were related to political 
choices that spoke against the very logic of the structure and functioning of 
the EU: closing borders, restricting the free movement of goods and people, 
confusion in the coordination of public health policy, weak inter-institutional 

7	 Permanent Structured Cooperation. Retrieved (15.03.2021) from: PESCO | Member States Driven 
(europa.eu)

8	 European Defence Fund. Retrieved (15.03.2021) from: European Defence Fund (EDF) (europa.eu)
9	 Ministry of Armed Forces. European Intervention Initiative. Retrieved (15.03.2021) from:  L’Initiative 

européenne d’intervention (defense.gouv.fr)

The political agreements among the Member States as  
mentioned above show evidence that the motivation for  

enhanced cooperation in the field of security and defence  
is a necessity, not a desire. However, the old but crucial  

questions still remain: How to make the EU act as a single actor  
in international  processes? How to achieve rapid decision-making?  

And what are the most effective means for influence  
on a global scale?
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cooperation, etc. However, one of the most painful conclusions – while the  
EU discussed strategic autonomy in defence policy – appeared to be the lack 
of strategic autonomy in the efforts to ensure the health and quality of life for 
EU citizens in the context of the pandemic. The initial confusion was followed 
by a “political gathering” between the European Commission and the Euro- 
pean Parliament, which also covered a substantive review of strategic auto-
nomy. During the video conference of the European Council on the 23rd of April 
2020, European Council President Charles Michel and European Commission 
President Ursula von der Leyen emphasised the importance of increasing  
the strategic autonomy of the Union and producing the essential goods for 
survival within the borders of Europe. They also noted that the first steps have 
already been taken towards better monitoring of foreign direct investments.10 
The goal of this monitoring is to protect strategic infrastructure from invest-
ments that “could threaten legitimate public policy objectives”.11

For the EU, such a painful and unflattering lesson has an impact on the 
content of the concept of strategic autonomy. A difficult and ambiguous situa-
tion arises when considering the categories of security theory, i.e. extend- 
ing the understanding of strategic autonomy from ‘security’ to ‘defence and 
security’ that is focused on a comprehensive approach including military and 
economic security to achieve strategic autonomy. The European Defence 
Community has been long in the planning since 1951, but it only truly began 
to take shape in 2016 in terms of its capabilities, effective decision-making 
procedures and a tangible defence industry. However, these proved to be 
insufficient in light of the challenges of the pandemic. The EU may have been 
unable to agree on implementing the Common Security and Defence Policy 
in the past, particularly in situations where military resources are needed, but  
the pandemic exposed an inability to act swiftly in other  sectors that are 
necessary for ensuring the sustainability of European resilience. The adoption 

10	 Regulation (EU) 2019/452 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 19 March 2019 estab-
lishing a framework for the screening of foreign direct investments into the Union. The regulation is applied 
from 11 October 2020.

11	 Retrieved (15.03.2021) from: Video conference of the members of the European Council - Consilium 
(europa.eu)
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of the EU’s Global Strategy on Resilience has been discussed at greater length 
than Strategic Autonomy, but unfortunately, no concrete action has followed 
in this respect. The “2020 Strategic Foresight Report” published by the Euro- 
pean Commission12 recognises the need to focus more seriously on resilience 
and highlights the capability to address challenges and to transform the EU 
into a more sustainable, fair and democratic union.13 One innovation of this 
report is the introduction of sustainability monitoring, which is precisely the 
kind of comprehensive policy monitoring that has been lacking so far. When 
compared to many other reports, the most significant added value of this 
report is that it addresses certain dimensions that play a strategic role in 
ensuring EU autonomy: the social, economic, geopolitical, green and digital 
dimensions.14 If the EU is not able to act as a single player in global processes 
in these areas, both the prestige of the EU and, more importantly, the quality 
of life of its citizens and the sustainability of the community will suffer. One of 
the key issues to be answered is the EU’s ability to find the optimal formula for 
maintaining the balance between increasing its military capacity and, at the 
same time, targeted development of multilateral strategic autonomy – inter-
nationally and regionally.

The EU’s geopolitical advantages and merits listed in the various docu-
ments are ambiguous. Many of the conditions described as potential are  
actually high-risk. Hence, the claim that the EU is perceived as a trusted  
partner and a responsible leader requires a more detailed justification, as 
those countries (China and Russia) participating in the global game have more 
confidence in power than in responsibility. The geopolitical importance and 
sustainability effects of EU benefits (such as global trade potential) are an 
advantage of the EU, but economic growth rates are also significant in other 
countries around the world. The assumption that the EU is building on sustain- 
ability in its neighbourhood and beyond can also be criticised. If sustainability 

12	 European Commission. 2020 Strategic Foresight Report. Charting the course towards a more re- 
silient Europe. Retrieved (15.03.2021) from: strategic_foresight_report_2020_1.pdf (europa.eu)

13	 Ibid. 
14	 European Commission. 2020 Strategic Foresight Report. Charting the course towards a more re- 

silient Europe. pp. 8-34. Retrieved (15.03.2021) from: strategic_foresight_report_2020_1.pdf (europa.eu)  
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is assessed by the funding of different programmes in these countries, then 
this statement can be accepted, but if the assessment was based on a diver- 
sified analysis of sustainability, then the EU’s contribution to the neighbour-
hood would not be very efficient. The recognition that the EU has long-standing 
experience in setting international standards is unquestioned, but the nature 
of international relations has changed over the past five years. It is dominated 
by centrifugal forces and national policies. What the EU considers to be an 
advantage and significant potential, can thus be considered a weakness from 
the viewpoint of other countries. On the other hand, the bold statements that 
the EU is a ‘space power’ and can effectively harness its geopolitical capabili-
ties cohesively and effectively can be judged to be wishful thinking.15

The stated elements of capacity are based on an analysis of the prevail- 
ing trends in international relations, assuming that in the future they 
could change in nature, as could the ability of the EU to exploit the existing  
challenges to its benefit. Among the major challenges are the pressures from 
national interests on multilateralism and the global financial system, the 
movement of major global trends in the East and South, the changing security 
environment, the ability to manage migration, and the lack of unity in addres-
sing specific external and security policy issues. The Covid-19 crisis has also 
demonstrated signs of weakness, such as the EU’s over-reliance on non-EU 
producers, which can create supply interruptions and affect certain sectors 
of the economy. Decline in trade and investment can have an impact on  
global prosperity and stability and further weaken EU positions and its eco-
nomic sovereignty. The crisis has also accelerated attacks by authoritarian  
regimes on democracies using false narratives.16

The commitments formulated as mobilising strategic resources for huma- 
nitarian and assistance purposes to make Covid-19 vaccines and medicines 
available to the wider world have not even been met within the internal  
borders of the EU, not to mention globally. The claim that the EU is a leader in 

15	 European Commission. 2020 Strategic Foresight Report. Charting the course towards a more re- 
silient Europe. pp. 14-15. Retrieved (15.03.2021) from: strategic_foresight_report_2020_1.pdf (europa.eu)   

16	 European Commission. 2020 Strategic Foresight Report. Charting the course towards a more re- 
silient Europe. pp. 16-20. Retrieved (15.03.2021) from: strategic_foresight_report_2020_1.pdf (europa.eu) 
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action and is backed by the “European Team” has not materialised in terms of 
either its intended role or the approach.17

Although there has been a growing consensus between Member States 
and at the European political level regarding the meaning and content of 
strategic autonomy, there is still confusion on how to tackle  this politically  
designed concept, the implementation of which is still overshadowed by  
unknowns. If a concept like European sovereignty is added to the debate, the 
answers are even more complicated. As Thomas Kleine-Brockhoff described 
the situation in a discussion, the use of the concept of sovereignty is a bad 
idea, because it focuses more on protection and less on security and can 
become a term that divides rather than unites countries. Calling for greater 
European sovereignty also makes reference to federalism, which has many 
opponents in Europe.18

WHERE IS EUROPE MOVING?

At the centre of the pandemic, Europe has no alternative to looking hope-
fully towards the direction of strategic autonomy, which could ensure its  
ability to swiftly make decisions on issues relating to the well-being, security 
and stability of citizens and the community as a whole. Indeed, the recent  
and ongoing crises (ranging from financial, economic, migration and finally 
Covid-19) have encouraged even the most sceptical countries to change their 
views on the concept of strategic autonomy. However, the EU’s capacity to act 
autonomously and to step up its role in the world and at home will be deter- 
mined by a number of variables.

First, one of the movers of the EU’s strategic autonomy was its histori-
cal ally – the US, who had begun to speak of distancing itself from defending 

17	 The “European Team” aims to pool the resources of the EU, its Member States, financial institutions, 
in particular the European Investment Bank and the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development.

18 Retrieved (15.08.2021) from: FACE-OFF: With a Biden Presidency, is European Sovereignty Still  
Needed?– YouTube
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Europe and European interests. The peculiar status of a “freeloader” in NATO 
security and defence policy matters was no longer possible, as highlighted 
by the constant criticism of European countries not reaching the 2% defence 
budget that was being contributed from the US side. The “freeloader” was 
being threatened to be thrown out of the train, which led to the need to seek 
money for the ticket. The renewal of a traditional strategic partnership with 
the US could undermine the interest and willingness to invest in European 
defence capabilities, which in turn would successively undermine its global 
role. The allure of economic power alone is not enough to prevent the influenc- 
ing of international relations, especially when some of the dominant powers 
show a trend of revisionism in both the use of military force, the application 
and even conquest of territorial claims, and the review of international norms. 
Even if the reduction of pressure on some of the partners may seem to be a 
relief in the short term, particularly in a pandemic environment where shifting 
funding from safety and protection to health and economic maintenance is a 
necessity, it may prove critical in the long term because of the global ambi-
tions of countries such as China and Russia.

Second, defining and defending the EU’s global interests is important  
in the context of the rivalry between regional powers on spheres of influence 
and leverage. According to the authors of a study carried out by the European 
Parliament: “In their quest for a hybrid solution, where ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ power 
elements would come together in a unique manner and would allow the  
EU to reassert its position internationally, scholars and practitioners  
have advanced concepts like ‘smart power’,19 ‘sharp power’,20 or ‘shaping 
power’.21 The same academics and practitioners posited that the most 
flexible and rapid manner to ensure that the EU effectively defends its 

19	 Davis Cross, M. K. (2011). The European External Action Service and Smart Power. USC Centre on 
Public Diplomacy.

20	 Biersteker, T. (2020). The Potential of Europe’s Sharp and Soft Power, Global Policy, 11 (3).
21	 Grevi, G. (2019). Strategic autonomy for European choices: The key to Europe’s shaping power. 

EPC. Retrieved (26.03.2021) from: Strategic autonomy for European choices: The key to Europe’s shaping 
(epc.eu)
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interests in a world increasingly dominated by geopolitical considerations 
would be to use its ‘soft’ power tools in a ‘hard manner’…”.22

Third, the EU has adopted a number of important documents, the intro-
duction of or the departure from which will determine the future strategic fate 
of the Union. One of these is the 2020 Strategic Foresight Report, which in- 
cludes a number of key policy elements to encourage the transition from 
words to actions. It is a complex approach that combines geopolitical and 
internal political aspects, identifying potential risks in each of them. 

As Jānis Karlsbergs noted in a discussion held by LATO: “Protection cannot be 
isolated from solid strategic issues such as the market.”23

Also important is a commitment to regular monitoring of resiliency and 
the development of a regular report based on the evaluation of key indicators 
in a dashboard mechanism.24 It could be argued that the EC’s actions resulting 
from such reports will be thousands of pages, but the process of preparing 
them and the consequent comparison of national achievements will encou-
rage Member States and EU institutions to fulfil their commitments and focus 
resources on achieving certain objectives. Without the monitoring mechanism, 
the 2020 Strategic Foresight Report could become a routine document that 

22	 Anghel, S., Immenkamp, B., Lazarou, E., Saulnier, J.L., Wilson, A.B. (2020). On the path to ‘strategic 
autonomy’. The EU in an evolving geopolitical environment. European Parliamentary Research Service. Re-
trieved (12.02.2021) from: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2020/652096/EPRS_STU 
(2020) 652096_EN.pdf

23	 Retrieved (12.03.2021) from: Strategic Autonomy of the European Union: Is a comprehensive ap-
proach possible? – YouTube

24	 European Commission (2020). 2020 Strategic Foresight Report. Charting the course towards 
a more resilient Europe. pp. 35-38. Retrieved (18.03.2021) from: strategic_foresight_report_2020_1.pdf  
(europa.eu)

If the EU is able to focus not only on resilience but also on  
a comprehensive approach (production, reserves, supply of raw 

materials, trade in peace and crisis conditions, etc.),  
then it will be possible to talk about a strategic approach  

to strategic issues and the development of a strategic culture.
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gets forgotten, without reference in the Council’s conclusions about whether 
countries continue to deliver on the promises made. From the Latvian view- 
point, it would be beneficial to develop a set of maintenance indicators at the 
EU level and a synthesised resiliency index.25 As early as 2015, the Latvian 
Researchers’ Group recommended that such an index be developed while  
working on public safety issues.26

Fourth, being aware of the dual situation created by and around European 
strategic autonomy, in which wishful thinking prevails over practical action, 
the Council, under the German Presidency, launched a new initiative: develop- 
ing the EU’s Strategic Compass. The idea has already received a good deal 
of criticism. For example, the Belgian expert Sven Biscop writes that a new 
document does not guarantee that it will be followed by action.27 The Strate-
gic Compass is planned to be developed by the first half of 2022 and aims to 
agree on common objectives for protection that are set out in a joint threat 
assessment. The initiative is based on the assumption that a shared interpre-
tation of threats will contribute to closer integration of existing military pro-
jects, as well as the identification of individual and European capabilities and 
the promotion of joint procurement of armaments.28 

25	 European Commission (2020). 2020 Strategic Foresight Report. Charting the course towards a 
more resilient Europe. p. 38. Retrieved (18.03.2021) from: strategic_foresight_report_2020_1.pdf (europa.eu) 

26	 Bambals, R. (2015). Societal Resilience: the case of the Russian-speaking community in Latvia. In: 
Ozoliņa Ž. (ed) Societal Security in Latvia: Inclusion-Exclusion Dilemma. A portrait of of the Russian-speaking 
community in Latvia. Rīga: Zinātne. pp. 69-73.

27	 Biskop, S. (17.12.2019). From Global Strategy to Strategic Compass: Where Is the EU Heading? 
Egmont. Retrieved (18.03.2021) from: From Global Strategy to Strategic Compass: Where Is the EU Head- 
ing? – Egmont Institute

28	 The EU’s Strategic Compass. Berlin is pushing the EU to adopt a document on fundamental military 
policy. ITS core: Intelligence services’ threat assessment. (22.06.2020). Retrieved (22.03.2021) from: The EU’s 
Strategic Compass – GERMAN-FOREIGN-POLICY.com (german-foreign-policy.com)

To hope that the EU Strategic Compass will influence the  
formation of the security and defence community, is naive,  

reckless and unwarranted. 
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However, this process has one significant added value: discussions about 
threats in Europe and possible policies will contribute to the harmonisation of 
views. Even if the diversity of views determined by the national security inte-
rests of each Member State continues, the discussion about threats will gene-
rally play a positive role in seeking practical solutions for development of the 
EU’s capacity. The EU Strategic Compass is not a solution, but it is a platform  
for introducing individual solutions and for contact point searches. Exactly  
this process is described by Mark Leonard, who writes that “the Strategic 
Compass process could indeed help develop a much-needed common Euro-
pean security culture and help close the gap between the reality of the secu-
rity challenges and the development of European capabilities.”29 The process 
is, of course, important in the development of any policy. However, this in- 
evitably does not lead to the best solution. Andžejs Viļumsons, a Latvian  
diplomat, points out that the problem arises because the processes in  
Brussels are often formed from the wrong end. Instead of initially agreeing on 
the target and then developing policies to achieve it, new terminology is emer-
ging as are political documents that include these terms, which assume that 
the content will follow later. The result might be different if one started with 
the most complicated issues first, e.g. the neutral countries of EU Member  
States that are members of the NATO Alliance, the EU security-centred coun-
tries, and their opposing views on defining the objectives of the Union’s secu-
rity and defence policy.30

Fifth, the EU’s strategic autonomy is and will depend on the willingness 
of the Member States themselves to invest in the security and defence sector.  
It is not possible to build an abstract set of EU capabilities if they are not  
developed at a national level. [See tbl. on page 21] Direct expenditure in  
the defence sector will become a crucial indicator for at least two reasons:  
(1) the high cost of the mechanisms to mitigate the effects of the pandemic, 

29	 Leonard, M., Shapiro, J. Sovereign Europe, dangerous world: Five years to protect Europe’s capacity 
to act. ECFR, December 2020. Retrieved (12.03.2021) from: Sovereign Europe, dangerous world: Five years to 
protect Europe’s capacity to act – European Council on Foreign Relations (ecfr.eu)

30	 Retrieved (23.03.2021) from: Strategic Autonomy of the European Union: Is a comprehensive ap-
proach possible? – YouTube
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which are driving the rise in defence costs; (2) the withdrawal of the United 
Kingdom from the EU, which has an impact on defence capabilities since 
this country has been carrying the largest burden (in terms of the size of 
the armed forces, R&D investment, upgrading of arms, defence industry and  
other aspects).

Sixth, every ambitious EU project has played an important role in deter- 
mining actions taken by national leaders/coalitions and in achieving the  
objectives set by the players. France, who has its own ambitions and considers  
the EU as one of the means for achieving them, is a driver of the security  
and defence of strategic autonomy. However, there is no consensus among 
EU Member States on accepting such leadership. France’s long-standing  
“rapprochement” policy for Russia, which is being continued by Emanuel 
Macron, raises suspicions in many EU Member States. Such flirting with a  
country whose aggressive ambitions are not hidden could lead to a weakening 
of EU positions. As Klaine-Brockhoff accurately notes, Macron’s vision can 
lead to a strategic nomansland, where Europe will be given a place somewhere 
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Country 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008
USA 9,6% 10,3% 11,3% 12,0% 12,1% 12,0% 11,8% 12,0%
Bulgaria 7,8% 7,9% 7,5% 6,9% 6,6% 6,4% 6,7% 6,4%
Czechia 4,1% 4,1% 3,8% 4,0% 4,2% 3,8% 3,5% 3,0%
Estonia 4,3% 4,6% 5,0% 5,0% 4,3% 4,1% 4,9% 4,5%
Hungary 3,3% 3,1% 3,4% 3,0% 2,9% 2,4% 2,6% 2,4%
Latvia 3,0% 4,5% 4,9% 4,8% 4,7% 5,1% 4,7% 4,5%
Lithuania 3,9% 3,8% 3,5% 3,6% 3,5% 3,5% 3,2% 3,1%
Poland 4,2% 4,2% 4,2% 4,3% 4,4% 4,3% 4,7% 4,0%
Romania 7,4% 7,1% 6,8% 6,1% 6,2% 5,4% 4,3% 4,0%
Slovakia 4,1% 3,9% 4,6% 4,3% 4,2% 4,1% 4,1% 3,9%
Slovenia 2,7% 2,9% 3,0% 3,1% 3,1% 3,4% 3,3% 3,3%
Austria 1,8% 1,7% 1,8% 1,7% 1,7% 1,6% 1,8% 1,7%
Belgium 2,6% 2,5% 2,4% 2,3% 2,1% 2,2% 2,3% 2,4%
Cyprus 8,8% 5,7% 4,9% 5,1% 5,1% 4,9% 4,5% 4,3%
Denmark 2,9% 2,8% 2,7% 2,7% 2,6% 2,8% 2,6% 2,7%
Finland 2,5% 2,4% 3,0% 3,0% 3,0% 3,0% 2,8% 2,9%
France 3,9% 3,9% 3,9% 4,0% 3,8% 3,7% 3,6% 3,6%
Germany 2,8% 2,8% 2,7% 2,7% 2,3% 2,7% 2,7% 2,7%
Greece 7,1% 6,7% 5,4% 5,5% 6,2% 6,2% 5,7% 5,9%
Iceland 0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 0,0%
Ireland 2,2% 1,9% 1,8% 1,7% 1,6% 1,5% 1,4% 1,4%
Italy 3,5% 3,6% 3,6% 3,6% 3,4% 3,2% 3,1% 3,2%
Luxembourg 2,0% 1,6% 1,5% 1,5% 1,5% 1,5% 1,5% 1,1%
Malta 1,5% 1,5% 1,4% 1,6% 1,9% 1,5% 1,5% 1,5%
Netherlands 3,4% 3,3% 3,3% 3,3% 3,4% 3,3% 3,3% 3,1%
Norway 3,9% 4,5% 4,1% 4,1% 3,8% 3,6% 3,6% 3,4%
Portugal 4,3% 4,4% 4,2% 4,3% 4,4% 4,3% 4,1% 4,0%
Spain 4,2% 3,8% 3,7% 3,7% 3,6% 3,6% 3,5% 3,3%
Sweden 3,3% 3,1% 3,0% 2,8% 2,7% 2,6% 2,7% 2,4%
UK 6,9% 6,9% 6,9% 6,6% 6,3% 6,2% 6,2% 6,1%
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2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
11,8% 12,3% 12,4% 12,0% 11,3% 10,4% 9,9% 9,6% 9,4% 9,4%
5,2% 4,8% 4,1% 4,1% 4,1% 3,5% 3,3% 3,8% 3,8% 4,2%
3,0% 2,8% 2,5% 2,4% 2,4% 2,3% 2,3% 2,5% 2,5% 2,7%
3,9% 4,2% 4,5% 4,8% 5,0% 5,1% 5,1% 5,3% 5,2% 5,1%
2,2% 2,1% 2,1% 2,1% 1,9% 1,7% 1,8% 2,1% 2,2% 2,4%
3,2% 2,5% 2,7% 2,4% 2,5% 2,5% 2,8% 4,0% 4,4% 5,4%
2,5% 2,1% 1,9% 2,2% 2,2% 2,6% 3,3% 4,4% 5,3% 5,9%
4,0% 4,0% 4,1% 4,2% 4,2% 4,5% 5,1% 4,7% 4,6% 4,9%
3,5% 3,3% 3,5% 3,5% 3,8% 4,0% 4,2% 4,5% 5,6% 5,6%
3,4% 3,0% 2,6% 2,6% 2,3% 2,3% 2,4% 2,6% 2,7% 2,9%
3,2% 3,2% 2,5% 2,4% 1,7% 1,9% 1,9% 2,2% 2,2% 2,3%
1,5% 1,6% 1,6% 1,5% 1,5% 1,4% 1,4% 1,5% 1,5% 1,5%
2,1% 2,0% 1,9% 1,8% 1,8% 1,7% 1,7% 1,7% 1,7% 1,7%
4,3% 4,4% 4,1% 4,0% 3,8% 3,8% 4,2% 3,8% 4,3% 4,2%
2,4% 2,5% 2,3% 2,3% 2,2% 2,1% 2,0% 2,2% 2,2% 2,5%
2,9% 2,8% 2,8% 2,8% 2,7% 2,5% 2,6% 2,6% 2,5% 2,6%
3,7% 3,5% 3,4% 3,3% 3,2% 3,3% 3,3% 3,4% 3,4% 3,3%
2,7% 2,6% 2,7% 2,8% 2,6% 2,6% 2,6% 2,6% 2,6% 2,6%
6,0% 5,2% 4,6% 4,6% 4,6% 4,6% 4,8% 5,2% 5,3% 5,6%
0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 0,0%
1,3% 0,9% 1,2% 1,2% 1,2% 1,2% 1,2% 1,2% 1,2% 1,1%
3,0% 3,0% 3,0% 2,8% 2,7% 2,5% 2,4% 2,7% 2,8% 2,8%
1,0% 1,2% 1,0% 0,9% 1,0% 1,0% 1,1% 1,0% 1,3% 1,3%
1,7% 1,6% 1,4% 1,3% 1,3% 1,2% 1,2% 1,4% 1,4% 1,2%
3,0% 2,8% 2,8% 2,7% 2,6% 2,6% 2,6% 2,7% 2,8% 2,9%
3,5% 3,4% 3,3% 3,3% 3,2% 3,2% 3,1% 3,2% 3,5% 3,5%
4,0% 3,8% 4,0% 3,9% 4,2% 3,5% 3,7% 4,5% 3,7% 4,1%
2,9% 3,0% 2,9% 2,9% 2,8% 2,8% 2,9% 2,7% 3,0% 3,0%
2,3% 2,4% 2,3% 2,3% 2,2% 2,3% 2,2% 2,2% 2,1% 2,1%
6,0% 5,8% 5,7% 5,5% 5,5% 5,3% 5,1% 5,0% 5,0% 5,0%
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between Russia, China and the US.31 He continues that safety must not be 
sacrificed for autonomy, because the only one who benefits from it is France, 
as it is a nuclear country with potential for nuclear deterrence.32

CONCLUSION

The list of conditions necessary to bring about the EU’s Strategic Auto-
nomy could be continued. The report by the European Parliament’s Study 
Group noted that “the prerequisites for achieving an effective ‘strategic auto-
nomy’ are political will, common strategic vision and the capacity to act.”33 
These same conditions are mentioned in each document of the European 
Common Foreign and Security Policy and of the Common Security and 
Defence Policy. Unfortunately, since the Maastricht Treaty was adopted in 
1993, the calls for Member States to speak in one voice and to act in unison 
have only partly been heard. Is a breakthrough possible this time? Will the  
EU act decisively in defending its strategic interests? There is no clear and  
evidence-based answer; only time will tell. However, if the global shift of geo-
political forces and the painful consequences of the pandemic have not taught 
Europe, then the concept of strategic autonomy will be followed by a number 
of other terminological exercises that will yet again call for increased political 
will and visions, leaving the EU to be a fragmented local player.

31	 Retrieved (20.03.2021) from: FACE-OFF: With a Biden Presidency, is European Sovereignty Still 
Needed? – YouTube

32	 Ibid. 
33	 Anghel, S., Immenkamp, B., Lazarou, E., Saulnier, J.L., Wilson, A.B. (2020). On the path to ‘strategic 

autonomy’. The EU in an evolving geopolitical environment. European Parliamentary Research Service. Re-
trieved (12.02.2021) from: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2020/652096/EPRS_STU 
(2020) 652096_EN.pdf
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LATO 

LATO is a non-governmental organisation established in 2000. Its aims are to inform 
the public about NATO and Latvia`s membership in the Alliance, to organise informative 
public events about Latvian and Euro-Atlantic security issues, to promote partnerships 
with other countries, to lay the foundations for Latvia`s international role as a member 
of NATO, and to foster the international community's understanding of Latvia`s foreign 
and security policy aims. During the past 20 years, LATO has numerous achievements 
to be proud of. LATO organises the most influential security conference in the Baltic 
Sea region: The Rīga Conference facilitates discussion about issues affecting the trans- 
atlantic community and annually gathers international experts in foreign affairs and 
security/defence matters, policy makers, journalists, and business representatives. LATO 
promotes policy relevant research on topics such as gender equality, peace and security, 
resilience in the borderland, and the subjective perception of security. A series of various 
initiatives intended for increasing the interest of Latvian, Baltic and European youth in 
security related issues hav been put in motion, including an annual future leader's forum 
and masterclasses for young political leaders. LATO’s most recent project is the Secure 
Baltics platform, which serves as an information hub for those who are eager to join the 
debate on international security.

CONTACTS:
E-mail: lato@lato.lv 
phone: (+371) 26868668
Facebook: Latvian Transatlantic Organisation
Instagram: lato_lv
Twitter: @LATO_L

SECURE BALTICS

LATO has launched a new internet platform SecureBaltics (www.securebaltics.eu). 
The site gathers different materials – policy briefs, discussions, interviews, studies,  
educational materials – created in the framework of the Rīga Conference, as well as work 
from our partners. It is a stable platform that the Rīga Conference community can rely on 
and use as a credible source of information in the region.
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Purpose
The purpose of the platform is to collect the know-how that is generated by the 

excellent minds gathered at the Rīga Conference on an annual basis. The Rīga Conference 
gathers regional and international experts in foreign policy and defence, academics, 
journalists, and business representatives by promoting the discussions on issues affect- 
ing the transatlantic community. It has been growing in influence since its inception  
in 2006. 

Every year, for two days the National Library of Latvia is the centre of the most 
important regional discussions on security issues. However, it is not enough to engage  
in these discussions only once a year. Therefore, LATO developed SecureBatlics as a 
practical tool which can encourage the use of any resources and materials that have 
been produced as part of the Rīga Conference or its follow-up events. 

Reach
The platform tries to provide materials in both, English and Latvian, in order to 

reach multiple audiences. It is intended for the traditional Rīga Conference community 
of opinion leaders and experts in foreign policy and defence matters as well as any other 
interested parties that could benefit from the generated materials such as high school 
teachers looking for study materials. 

Vision
LATO hopes that SecureBaltics will become the go-to hub for resource associated 

with defence and security issues in the Baltics within the next few years.  

Materials
The platform SecureBaltics provides resources: 
•	 For all interested parties, including expert community, in the form of interviews,  
	 policy briefs, commentaries on topical issues
•	 For teachers and lecturers in the form of study materials and tests that can be 
	 included in academic curriculum
•	 For students in the form of lectures and study materials, as well as inter- 
	 active study materials through games.

Partners
The SecureBaltics portal is supported by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 

Republic of Latvia and the Ministry of Defence of the Republic of Latvia. 
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