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Peace-proofing European Security Policies:
Mission Possible?

Introduction

Europe is undergoing the most profound transformation of its security and defence policies in
decades. Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, growing geopolitical instability, and increasing
uncertainty regarding the reliability of the United States as Europe’s key security guarantor have
accelerated the EU’s pursuit of strategic autonomy and a rapid build-up of its military capabilities.
This has manifested in a number of new security and defence initiatives, coupled with record
military spending. In 2025 alone, total military expenditure by the 29 European NATO members
reached the unprecedented level of $559 billion, including an estimated €408 billion spent by EU
Member States alone. This sum is only expected to rise further given the recent military spending
commitments of the European governments. 2026 is emerging as a pivotal year in this
transformation, as the new European Security Strategy is being developed and budgetary
priorities are being decided in negotiations of the next EU long-term budget.

There is no doubt that Europe needs to be strong and able to protect its citizens, partners, and
vital interests against evolving threats. However, there is a growing risk that European security
becomes narrowly defined through deterrence, military capabilities and military-industrial
expansion alone, while the broader foundations of a rules-based order, sustainable peace and
security are neglected in terms of policy prioritization and funding. Furthermore, without credible
safeguards and due diligence standards on evolving security and defence policies — including
those related to human rights, civilian protection, environmental considerations, civic space and
democratic oversight — Europe’s rearmament risks creating new challenges and tensions,
undermining the very objectives the EU and European states are pursuing.

To address those risks and ensure that the EU’s approach to security is truly comprehensive and
compatible with its role as a peace actor, three interconnected priorities should guide all European
policies in this area:

1. Maintain an integrated approach to peace and security

European security cannot be reduced to deterrence and military readiness alone. In today’s
interconnected world, sustainable security depends equally on diplomacy, international
cooperation, conflict prevention, peacebuilding, democratic resilience, and support for human
rights and the rule of law worldwide. While the EU’s renewed focus on its own territorial defence
and the need to close critical capability gaps in view of the threats from Russia is understandable,
its ability to effectively respond to hybrid threats and multidimensional crises elsewhere remains
as important as ever. The EU’s evolving security agenda should therefore preserve and
operationalize its long-standing integrated approach to peace and security, rather than allowing
military build-up to crowd out civilian and preventive instruments. This needs to be recognized
both in the EU’s new Security Strategy and in its next Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF), or
long-term budget, for 2028-2034.
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The current trend, however, points to a drastic decrease in investment in non-military aspects of
peace and security, particularly diplomacy and international development cooperation, including
by major European states. Funding for conflict prevention and peacebuilding has shrunk to its
lowest points in a decade — at a time when armed conflicts worldwide are on the rise, resulting in
severe human costs and a global economic impact of violence close to $19.97 trillion as of 2024.
Instability and violence even in far-away countries, coupled with other global threats such as the
climate crisis and health emergencies, can affect Europe in multiple ways: from economic shocks
to supply chain disruptions to energy insecurity and uncontrolled migration. Yet, exorbitant
military expenditure does not only take away funds from addressing these crises but also has
further adverse effects on economic growth and sustainable development. The same is true for
the EU’s internal policies: investment in military build-up often comes at the expense of cuts in
other crucial areas, such as healthcare, social protection and education. This can undermine
Europe’s social, political and economic resilience — the key bulwark against external threats and
malign interference.

Therefore, the EU needs to balance its investment in defence with investment in the broader
toolbox for peace and security. For this, the next MFF should safeguard ambitious levels of
funding for the EU’s external action, as well as sustained investment in social cohesion and
democratic resilience within Europe. Instead of fixating on additional percentage-based military
spending, European governments must increase the efficiency and integration of their military
efforts as the first step. Through its new Security Strategy and related policies, the EU should
foster greater dialogue and cooperation across peacebuilding, security and defence
communities, rather than treating them as separate policy siloes. Finally, on a global level, the EU
should also strengthen partnerships across the world to uphold international law and multilateral
cooperation, enabling collective responses to shared security challenges while reducing the risks
of a global arms race.

2. Mainstream human security and protection of civilians in
European security policies

European security policies should place the protection and security of people at their centre. Even
where hard security measures are necessary, they should be designed and evaluated through a
human security lens that prioritizes protection of civilians (PoC), civilian harm mitigation, respect
for international humanitarian law (IHL), transparency and accountability, and that takes into
account both the direct and the long-term and reverberating impacts of military action. These
human security considerations should be integrated into European security and defence
frameworks, military planning, and external military assistance.

The EU’s 2022 Strategic Compass provided a solid foundation in this direction, reaffirming the
EU's commitment to “promoting and advancing” human security and positioning defence
capabilities and military readiness within the broader, integrated approach to security, crises and
conflicts. However, more recent frameworks and initiatives — including the ReArm Europe Plan /
Defence Readiness 2030 agenda, the Security Action for Europe (SAFE) instrument, and broader
military-industrial transformation efforts — contain few references to human security and civilian
protection. It therefore remains of critical importance for the EU to mainstream human security
considerations in deliberations over European military capability development rather than
allowing the logic of defence-industrial expansion to drive the direction of its security policies.
Whether defining priority capability areas at EU level or developing new European Readiness
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flagships, European policymakers should be guided by the extent to which these initiatives
contribute to the actual protection and security needs of people and societies.

European militaries should embed protection of civilians and civilian harm mitigation into their
military doctrines, procurement criteria, operational planning and training programs. Similarly, the
EU’s support to partners, including through the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP)
missions and the European Peace Facility, should systematically incorporate local protection
needs and civic space considerations, while including robust safeguards to ensure prevention
and mitigation of, as well as appropriate responses to civilian harm; conflict sensitivity;
compliance with international law; and accountability to local populations.

3. Uphold robust safeguards and due diligence standards for the
defence sector

Europe’s accelerated military build-up should not weaken the international norms and safeguards
that are essential for responsible security policy. Current discussions around defence industrial
expansion, simplification of regulatory frameworks, and scaling up investments in the defence
sector risk sidelining arms export controls, human rights and environmental standards and due
diligence obligations in favour of speed, competitiveness and industrial output. There is also a
broader risk that measures initially justified by security concerns could gradually become an
economic-industrial strategy aimed at expanding markets and enhancing profits through
increased arms exports, with European arms finding their way to other parts of the world, where
they could contribute to fueling conflict, repression and violence.

The implementation of instruments such as SAFE, the European Defence Industry Programme
(EDIP) and the European Defence Fund should therefore be accompanied by strong safeguards
and oversight mechanisms, which are at risk given the proposals to simplify legal and
administrative frameworks relevant to defence readiness. However, adoption of the “do no harm”
principle and full commitment to upholding international norms should be non-negotiable. In
particular, European policies and funding instruments should not support acquisition or
production of weapons of mass destruction or other systems incompatible with international law,
including anti-personnel landmines, cluster munitions, nuclear weapons, and autonomous
weapon systems operating without meaningful human control. Especially in the context of the EU
Defence Industry Transformation Roadmap, which places strong emphasis on disruptive
technologies, including Al, autonomous systems, cyber and space-based capabilities, clear rules
on meaningful human control, accountability and data governance would be required.

Furthermore, the EU’s plans to unlock more private investment in defence through the creation of
the Savings and Investments Union and with greater use of the European Investment Bank amid
the relaxation of its lending policy risk directing even more investment in companies involved in
high-risk arms trade. Together with plans to weaken arms export controls, this could result in
sales of European weapons to countries where they can be used for serious human rights abuses
and in violation of IHL. This is happening against a background of already weakened EU corporate
sustainability and due diligence rules. Yet, for the EU to remain a responsible peace actor, conflict
sensitivity and due diligence should be maintained as modus operandi for all EU security and
defence financing, acquisitions and operations. Defence industry must be required to abide by
responsible business standards, as provided under the UN Guiding Principles on Business and
Human Rights and the OECD Guidelines.
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At the same time, the EU should address the fragmentation of the European defence market
without lowering safeguards. Greater European coordination may help reduce duplication,
competition between Member States and cost inflation. However, a more integrated European
defence market must not result in a lowest-common-denominator approach where Member
States with stricter arms export controls are pressured to align with more permissive regimes,
but rather, should contribute to raising standards.

Finally, as Europe’s defence expansion will increase environmental pressures both in Europe and
in the countries included in Europe’s supply chains, these impacts should be systemically
assessed and addressed. This requires scrutiny of environmental and social implications of the
expansion of military training areas and infrastructure amid competing civilian priorities; sourcing
of critical raw materials; and lifecycle impacts of weapons systems from manufacturing to
disposal. Defence production, infrastructure development and military mobility must remain
subject to robust environmental standards and protections, despite proposals to cut red tape for
the defence industry under the Defence Readiness Omnibus. Defence budgets should also
include dedicated resources to prevent, mitigate and remedy the negative impacts of military
activities, including pollution, contamination, and carbon emissions.

Conclusion

Europe faces real security challenges that require credible responses. However, the long-term
strength and legitimacy of Europe’s emerging security architecture will depend not on its military
capabilities, but on whether it contributes to sustainable peace, protects civilians, upholds
international law and prevents future conflict. As a leading peace actor, the EU should use this
opportunity to champion the highest standards in security and defence policies and to uphold its
commitment to human security, conflict sensitivity, arms control, humanitarian disarmament,
democratic oversight and accountability.
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