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Superficial, not Substantial: The
Ambiguity of Public Support for
Europe’s Security and Defence Policy

KLAUS BRUMMER
University of Erlangen-Nuernberg, Germany

ABSTRACT Surveys such as the European Commission’s Eurobarometer regularly reveal
high levels of public support for European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP). This
paper argues, however, that public support for ESDP is only superficial, not substantial.
First, there is no homogeneous ‘European’ public support for ESDP. Second, security and
defence, as covered by ESDP with its focus on global crisis-management, rank very low
among Europeans’ priorities. Third, Europeans are very sceptical about the appropriate-
ness of military means, and hence a core element of ESDP, as a legitimate instrument in
international affairs. These reservations are likely to have constraining effects on ESDP’s
future development. At the same time, there are compelling reasons for the further
development of ESDP. Therefore, Europe’s political elites should initiate a public
diplomacy campaign inside the EU in which the case for Europe’s further evolution as a
strategic security and defence actor is made. ESDP operations are the most promising
starting points as they illustrate both the normative and the ‘realist’ necessities of European
engagement in global security affairs.

European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP) is one of the most dynamic

areas of European integration. With its focus on crisis management before,

during and after conflicts, it adds leverage to the engagement of the European

Union in global security affairs. Since its inception in the late 1990s, ESDP has

advanced rapidly on various levels, including institutions and capabilities.1 The

most visible progress, however, has been achieved in the operational realm.

Starting in 2003, the EU has launched 17 military, but for the most part civilian

ESDP operations on three continents. Further missions are already in

preparation (e.g. Afghanistan, Kosovo).

Hence, much has been achieved within a very short period of time. However,

Europe’s security and defence policy progressed so rapidly that at least a

twofold disconnect has arisen between ESDP as a European (elite) project on
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the one hand and the European people on the other. One relates to the degree

of democratic control, or rather lack thereof, of ESDP.2 Yet there is a second

and largely unexplored disconnect.3 This concerns the alleged conformity

between the aspirations of Europe’s political elites and European citizens

concerning scope and direction of ESDP as well as the EU’s general role and

mode of engagement in global security affairs.4

This link between the political elites and the European people is important

as the preferences of Europeans could enable or impede the further

development of ESDP. High levels of public support could trigger additional

efforts in European security and defence or serve as justification for the latter.

For instance, the Working Group on Defence of the European Convention

‘used public opinion as a justification for further steps in the field: it was seen

clearly to favour European defence and even to required security and

protection more than before’.5 Conversely, low levels of public support, as

well as low expectations for Europe’s role in global security in general, would

impede ESDP’s development as they narrow the room for political

manoeuvre.

In line with the dynamism that has been characteristic for the evolution of

ESDP thus far, political leaders advocate additional efforts for deepening

European cooperation in security and defence. The overarching objective is to

further enhance the EU’s status as a security actor in world affairs, with ESDP

being one of the tools to achieve this end. For instance, on the occasion of the

fiftieth anniversary of the signature of the Treaty of Rome, the ‘Berlin

Declaration’, which was signed by the German EU presidency on behalf of

all European heads of states and governments together with the Presidents of

the European Commission and the European Parliament, states:

We are facing major challenges which do not stop at national borders.

The European Union is our response to these . . . We are committed to the

peaceful resolution of conflicts in the world and to ensuring that people

do not become victims of war, terrorism and violence. The European

Union wants to promote freedom and development in the world.6

Public backing for such global European ambitions seems to be taken for

granted. True, surveys such as the European Commission’s Eurobarometer do

regularly reveal a considerable degree of popular support for ESDP. However,

this article argues that those figures should not be taken at face value. Indeed,

public support for ESDP is much more ambiguous than it seems at first sight.

First, focusing solely on the high level of support obscures considerable

differences that exist between the EU’s members. Therefore, arguing that

‘Europeans’ are in favour of European defence cooperation, let alone

integration, tells only half the story. Second, Europeans ascribe little priority

to security and defence, particularly as covered by the ESDP with its focus on

global crisis management. Instead, social and economic issues top Europeans’
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priority list. Third, Europeans are very sceptical concerning the necessity and

appropriateness of military means in international affairs. While they are

supportive of a stronger global role for the EU, they decidedly oppose the use of

military means*and hence a core element of ESDP*as being an appropriate

tool to contribute to this objective.

If public support for ESDP is to move from the superficial to the substantial,

political leaders must stop talking about engaging the public in a debate about

the necessity of joint European actions in security and defence and actually

trigger such a debate. What is needed is a public diplomacy effort inside the EU

in which the case for European engagement in global security affairs is made. In

this campaign, political decision-makers must explain to their populace the

nature of dangers and threats that ESDP tries to tackle, the consequences for

their individual well-being of leaving those dangers and threats unaddressed,

and the means and instruments required for dealing with as well as averting

security threats. Using ESDP operations as a starting point for the discussion

seems to be the most promising approach.

The paper is organised as follows. The next section presents evidence for

the*at least on an aggregate level*undeniable public support for ESDP.

After that, the ambiguity of this support is demonstrated. First, the paper

shows that there is no homogeneous ‘European’ support for ESDP. The

following section demonstrates the lack of saliency or priority Europeans

ascribe to ESDP. After that, the Europeans’ rejection of military means as an

instrument to exert global influence is illustrated. The article concludes with

possible consequences for ESDP’s development that could result from the

superficial, but not substantial, public support concerning the future develop-

ment of ESDP, and presents suggestions as to how European elites can

communicate the necessity and importance of European engagement in global

security affairs more effectively to the European publics.

Public Support for ESDP

Europeans have a very favourable opinion of ESDP. The European Commis-

sion’s Eurobarometer surveys regularly ask people from the EU’s member states

whether they are for or against a common defence and security policy among

EU countries. According to the most recent survey, 75 per cent of the

respondents support ESDP and only 16 per cent oppose such a policy.7 In

addition, public support has remained high and largely stable for more than a

decade.8 There is just one ‘outlier’. In 1996, and hence not long after the

termination of the Balkan wars that painfully demonstrated Europe’s

ineptitude as a security provider even in its immediate neighbourhood, support

for a European security and defence policy dropped to its lowest level (60 per

cent). Other than that, public support for a European security and defence

policy has been largely stable at a very high level. From the late 1990s, support

never fell below 70 per cent.9
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Moreover, Europeans are not only supportive of the ‘idea’ as such. They are

also satisfied with the EU’s actual performance in security and defence. More

than one out of two respondents thinks that the EU plays a positive role in

defence and foreign affairs (52 per cent). Conversely, roughly one in ten

expresses the opposite opinion, that is, perceives a negative role for the Union

in defence and foreign affairs (13 per cent), and one out of four thinks that the

EU’s role is neither positive nor negative (24 per cent). The perception of the

EU’s positive performance in defence and foreign affairs is only topped by its

contribution to the fight against terrorism. In contrast, the Union’s role in

immigration and inflation are perceived most negatively.10 Similarly, 63 per cent

of Europeans view the EU’s role for peace in the world as positive. Only

10 per cent hold the opposite opinion and 22 per cent think that the EU’s role is

neither positive nor negative.11 These figures are all the more remarkable when

contrasted with European public support for the global role of the United

States, which, despite various differences, is still Europe’s most important

partner in world affairs.12 Only one in four Europeans thinks that the United

States plays a positive role for peace in the world. Conversely, every second

person perceives its role as negative.13

Public support for ESDP is not only high in absolute terms. It is also*or

particularly*remarkable when compared to other issues and policy areas of

the European integration project. For instance, support for European Security

and Defence Policy is considerably higher than is support for EU membership

in general (53 per cent on average), and only 54 per cent of Europeans believe

that their country has benefited from EU membership.14 Moreover, whereas

deepening European cooperation in security and defence is supported by

roughly three out of every four European citizens, enlarging the Union receives

only lukewarm support. Less than every second person is in favour of further

enlargement (46 per cent).15

In addition, Europeans also consider the EU as the best level for decision-

making on European defence policy. More than six out of every ten EU citizens

prefer decision-making in defence and foreign affairs to be in concert with

other European countries over unilateral decision-making by their country

(63 per cent).16 Particularly, respondents from the ten countries that joined the

Union in 2004 expressed support for joint decision-making (71 per cent on

average). Although respondents from the ‘old’ EU-15 were a little more

reserved, there was still a clear majority in favour of joint decision-making (62

per cent on average). This preference for the EU level is reconfirmed when the

question is put more specifically. Having to choose between national govern-

ments, NATO and the EU as the best level for decisions concerning European

defence policy, almost half of the respondents expressed support for the Union

(48 per cent).17 Conversely, less than one in four views national governments as

the best level (23 per cent), and less than one in five thinks that NATO should

take decisions concerning European defence policy (18 per cent). Probably the

most revealing aspect is that even respondents from the EU’s 21 NATO
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members clearly prefer the EU to NATO (48 per cent to 20 per cent). Hence,

when it comes to decision-making on European defence policy, Europeans have

a clear preference for the EU.

Similarly, Europeans are also very optimistic about the EU’s potential and

prospects as a global player. A recent survey by the Bertelsmann Stiftung and TNS

Emnid included three EU countries, namely the so-called ‘Big Three’: France,

Germany and the United Kingdom.18 Although these countries are not

representative of the EU-27, their influence in and attitude towards ESDP is

crucial for the future of European defence.19 Among other things, France,

Germany and the UK are the most populous EU countries, the three largest

European economies and the top three defence spenders in absolute terms.

Besides, regarding France and the UK, this grouping includes the EU’s two

permanent members of the UN Security Council and two nuclear powers.

According to respondents from those three countries, the EU should not only

play a greater role in global affairs.20 The EU is also viewed as having the potential

to actually do so, in fact, to a similar or even greater degree than the three states

themselves.21 Germans are the most optimistic about the EU’s prospects. When

asked about countries or organisations that will be world powers in 2020, 77 per

cent of the respondents see the EU in such a role. Only 40 per cent of Germans see

their country as a world power in 2020. The French also put much more

confidence in the potential of the EU than in that of their own country (49 per cent

for the EU vs. 19 per cent for France). The British are very positive about the

future role of the EU in global affairs as well (53 per cent). At the same time, they

are the ones who are most confident among the Big Three concerning the

influence their country will exert in 2020 (54 per cent).

Finally, there also seems to be a ‘global demand’ for a stronger European

role in international affairs. People from non-European countries not only have

a very positive perception of the EU’s present engagement in the world, but also

seem to want more of the same in the future. Respondents from 16 out of

19 non-EU countries that were included in a poll by the BBC World Service

viewed the EU’s global influence as positive. The three exceptions were Brazil,

Egypt and Turkey.22 This positive evaluation of the EU’s actions in the world

corroborates a poll by GlobeScan and the Program on International Policy

Attitudes.23 At least a plurality, if not a majority, of the respondents from all of

the 20 non-EU countries covered in the survey considered the EU’s global

influence as mainly positive. Moreover, the poll showed that 53 per cent of the

respondents would welcome the EU becoming more influential than the United

States in world affairs. Only 25 per cent held the opposite opinion.24 Of course,

this positive view probably owes at least as much to Europe’s attractiveness as

to America’s declining popularity in the world.25 At the same time, Europe is

attractive as a partner in global affairs. Three out of four respondents from six

major global actors (Brazil, China, India, Japan, Russia, United States)

expressed support for greater cooperation of their respective country with the

EU in the future.26
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No European Support for ESDP

At first glance, public support for the European Security and Defence Policy is

considerable. The following sections, however, demonstrate that this support is

only superficial, not substantial. To begin with, average levels of public support

mask profound differences that exist between the EU’s member states.27 Indeed,

there is a difference of 37 points between the most and the least supportive

countries. Cypriots (89 per cent) are most favourable towards a common

European security and defence policy, followed by Belgians (88 per cent),

Czechs, Latvians, Slovaks and Slovenes (86 per cent each). At the other end

are Austrians, Finns (both 62 per cent), the British (57 per cent), Swedes

(56 per cent) and, with the least positive view of ESDP, the Irish (52 per cent).

Conversely, when ranked according to opposition to ESDP, Sweden tops the

list where 37 per cent of the respondents were against ESDP, followed by

Finland (34 per cent) and the United Kingdom (29 per cent).28

Clearly, differences between EU states concerning threat perception (where

geography plays an important role), alliances (e.g., membership in NATO or

non-alignment) and strategic aspirations, imperatives and cultures29 are

reflected in the considerable differences in public support for ESDP at the

country level. Accordingly, based on criteria such as geography or NATO

membership, EU countries can be divided into different groups. For instance,

people from western, central and eastern Europe are, by and large, above-

average supporters of ESDP. People from the six founding countries of what is

today the EU*as well as those countries that only recently regained their

freedom after decades of external domination*hold the most favourable view

of a common European security and defence policy. Even within this ‘pro-

ESDP camp’, the eight new members from central and eastern Europe that

acceded in 2004 are exceptional in their support for ESDP. None of them scores

under 81 per cent, with the average being 85 per cent.30 The founding countries

score 82 per cent on average.
In contrast, people from Nordic and several southern countries are

considerably less enthusiastic about ESDP. The three Scandinavian countries,

Denmark, Finland and Sweden*two of them non-aligned, the third one not

participating in ESDP at all*score 62 per cent on average. People from the

UK*a country with global ambitions, strong bonds with the United States

and an overall critical stance towards the EU*and non-aligned Ireland hold

an even less favourable view with 57 per cent and 52 per cent respectively. On

the south-western fringe of the Union, Italy, Spain and Portugal*all of them

having strong transatlantic bonds*score 70 per cent on average. Conversely,

on the south-eastern fringe, Greece and particularly Cyprus are considerably

more positive about ESDP, with 82 per cent and 89 per cent, not least as they

are expecting help from the EU regarding the settlement of the Cyprus issue.

Another ‘fault line’ arises when EU members are grouped according to

NATO membership. On the one hand, the EU’s 21 NATO members are more

188 K. Brummer
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favourable towards ESDP than the EU average (79 per cent). On the other

hand, the EU’s six non-NATO members score 64 per cent on average, with the

four non-aligned countries, Austria, Finland, Ireland and Sweden, averaging

just 58 per cent. This suggests that the public in countries with double

membership sees no problem with being in NATO and in favour of ESDP at the

same time. Conversely, non-alignment is obviously not exclusively attached to

the question of NATO membership. Instead, while not being hostile, people

from the four non-aligned countries appear not to be overly enthusiastic about

any security and defence policy of their country in concert with fellow Western/

European countries, be it within NATO or the EU with its ESDP. This is in

line with the findings of Ferreira-Pereira who argues that despite adopting a

considerably more open approach towards European security institutions after

the end of the Cold War, Europe’s non-aligned countries still shy away from

surrendering military non-alliance.31

Similar stark divisions between EU member states arise with respect to the

level where decisions about European defence should be taken. As stated above,

almost every second European sees the EU as the most appropriate level for

decision-making on European defence policy. Hence, at least on average,

Europeans have a clear preference for the EU compared to NATO or the

national level. However, a closer look once again reveals considerable

differences between EU members. In fact, the gap between the two countries

most and least favourable to EU decision-making is huge.32 Whereas 80 per

cent of the Cypriots support EU decision-making, only 20 per cent of the

Danes express the same view. Of course, as Cyprus is not in NATO and

Denmark does not participate in ESDP, these results should not be surprising.

And yet, even if those two countries are left aside, the range between the second

highest (Greece) and the second lowest (United Kingdom) support is still

considerable (32 points).

In addition to the differences between member states concerning public

support for ESDP, there are also differences within them or, more precisely, as

to who is supportive of ESDP and who is not. In socio-demographic terms,

public support for European security and defence is by and large homogeneous.

Among respondents aged 15�24, 78 per cent are in favour of ESDP, and among

those 55 and older, 71 per cent hold the same opinion. Having said that,

education and occupation clearly make a difference. Among the respondents

who studied to age 20 and beyond, 83 per cent are in favour of ESDP. In

contrast, only 67 per cent of those who left school at the age of 15 are of the

same opinion. In addition, 83 per cent of managers and 80 per cent of the self-

employed are supportive of ESDP compared to 70 per cent among retirees and

68 per cent among house persons.33

Public support for the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP)

is almost the mirror image of support for ESDP.34 To begin with, there are

also huge variations at the country level. The difference between the top

(Greece and Slovenia with 80 per cent each) and bottom (United Kingdom

Public Support for Europe’s Security and Defence Policy 189
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with 48 per cent) is 32 points and thus only five points less than in the case

of ESDP. Additionally, similar patterns of approval for CFSP are discernible

when countries are grouped according to geography or NATO membership.

Countries from western, central and eastern Europe are more supportive of

a common foreign policy than countries from the north or the south-east of

Europe, and NATO countries rank above the EU average (by two points)

whereas non-NATO countries rank below (by seven points). The latter

suggests that people in non-aligned countries are not only more sceptical

than people from aligned European countries concerning security and

defence cooperation, but also with respect to European cooperation in the

realm of foreign policy.

Moreover and again similar to public opinion vis-à-vis ESDP, support for

CFSP varies with the respondent’s education and occupation. The shorter time

that people are educated, the lower their support is for ESDP. More specifically,

the degree of general EU knowledge about the EU, on the one hand, and

support for ESDP, on the other, correspond. People who think that they know

little about the EU are considerably less supportive of CFSP (59 per cent) than

people who believe they have a very good knowledge about the Union (77 per

cent). In addition, self-employed people and managers are considerably more

favourable towards CFSP than retirees and house persons.

Interestingly enough, ESDP and CFSP seem to be closely interconnected in

the minds of Europeans. Respondents that are favourable towards ESDP are

also widely supportive of CFSP. Estonia is the only country that scores above

the EU-25 average in ESDP and below average in CFSP (one point below).

Conversely, Italy is the only country that scores below average in ESDP and

above average in CFSP (two points above). Indeed, even though the order is

different, the nine countries least supportive of ESDP and CFSP are identical

(Spain, Denmark, Portugal, Malta, Austria, Finland, United Kingdom,

Sweden and Ireland).35

No Priority for ESDP

The second reservation to the allegedly overwhelming public support for ESDP

points to the fact that security and defence issues are far from being primary

concerns for Europeans. Quite the contrary, they receive only limited attention

both on the European level and in domestic politics. In other words, positive

appraisals of the EU’s role in security and defence do not translate into the

ascription of high priority to those issues. When asked about three actions that

the EU should follow in priority, security and defence*at least in the form

represented by ESDP*come off very badly. Europeans hold the opinion that

the EU should give top priority to the fight against poverty and social exclusion

and against unemployment (43 per cent each). Next comes the maintenance of

peace and security in Europe (27 per cent), followed by the fight against

organised crime and drug trafficking (23 per cent).36
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At first glance, this bodes rather well for European security and defence

efforts. However*and contrary to the integration process as such within which

it is embedded*ESDP is not intended to guarantee peace on the continent or

the protection of European states from one another.37 Instead, ESDP’s political

level of ambition is to enable the Union to contribute to global crisis

management, thereby capacitating the EU to shoulder its share of global

responsibility. This global reach has been mirrored in past and present ESDP

operations. Among the 17 operations thus far, none has been deployed to a

member state of the EU, yet three have been deployed to the Middle East, five

to Africa and one to Asia.38 Most likely, the majority of future ESDP

operations will take place outside the European continent as well.

Of course, ESDP’s global reach is completely in line with the EU’s ‘official’

ambitions. For instance, the landmark document of European security and

defence, the European Security Strategy of December 2003, states that ‘[a]n

active and capable European Union would make an impact on a global scale. In

doing so, it would contribute to an effective multilateral system leading to a

fairer, safer and more united world.’39 The Treaty on European Union, in turn,

lays down in Article 11 that the objectives of the EU’s external actions are:

to safeguard the common values, fundamental interests, independence

and integrity of the Union in conformity with the principles of the United

Nations Charter, to strengthen security of the Union in all ways, to

preserve peace and strengthen international security . . . to promote

international cooperation, to develop and consolidate democracy and
the rule of law, and respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms.

The Constitutional Treaty was even more explicit. Under the heading ‘The

Union’s objectives’ it stipulated in Article I-3, Paragraph 4:

In its relations with the wider world, the Union shall uphold and promote

its values and interests. It shall contribute to peace, security, the

sustainable development of the Earth, solidarity and mutual respect

among peoples, free and fair trade, eradication of poverty and the

protection of human rights, in particular the rights of the child, as well as

to the strict observance and the development of international law,

including respect for the principles of the United Nations Charter.

ESDP is one of the tools at the EU’s disposal to achieve those objectives. As the

quarrels between the EU member states about the now defunct Constitutional

Treaty were not triggered by the latter’s provisions on the EU’s overall role or

ambition in foreign and security policy, it is very likely that this paragraph will

be reiterated in the next ‘traditional’ EU revision treaty.

However, it is exactly this global role of the EU that citizens seem to care for

only marginally. On a list of 15 issues which the EU should prioritise, the
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assertion of the Union’s political and diplomatic importance around the world

comes second to last with 6 per cent. Only welcoming new member countries to

the Union comes off worse, with 5 per cent.40 To be clear, this is not to say that

Europeans are against ESDP or CFSP. It is simply that they consider other

issues on the EU’s agenda to be much more important.

Revealing in this respect is that, although Europeans support an influential

European role in the world, they are unwilling to pay for it. In the German

Marshall Fund’s ‘Transatlantic Trends 2004’, 71 per cent of the respondents

from nine EU countries (France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland,

Portugal, Slovakia, Spain, United Kingdom) expressed their belief that the EU

should become a superpower like the US. However, people are obviously not

willing to match greater influence with a larger amount of money devoted to

defence. When asked whether they would be willing for the EU to be a

superpower even if this implied greater military expenditures, every second

individual*even among those populations which, in principle, supported the

EU becoming a superpower*disagreed.41

The fact that security and defence issues receive little priority is not confined

to the European level, though. The same is true for the national level. When

asked to name the two most important issues that their country faces,

unemployment is the top answer (49 per cent). Second comes crime (24 per

cent), followed by the economic situation (23 per cent). The bottom spot is as

undisputed as the top one, with 1 per cent naming defence and foreign affairs.42

Repudiation of Military Means

The third reservation relates to the instruments required for global engagement.

Europeans perceive military power as such, hence a core element of ESDP, very

negatively. When asked about the three most important qualities a country

must possess to be considered a world power, respondents from the ‘Big Three’

countries, France, Germany and the United Kingdom, named internal political

stability, a strong education and research sector as well as economic power and

growth potential as the major qualities.43 Among eight qualities, military power

came second to last. Germans in particular were highly sceptical (7 per cent

support). In contrast, even though several other issues were also considered to

be more important qualities of a world power, the French and the British

expressed a much more favourable opinion regarding the importance of

military power (28 per cent and 24 per cent). Once again this gap highlights

considerable divisions among EU countries.

The preference for non-military means to exert global influence is not

confined to the Big Three, though. The German Marshall Fund’s most recent

Transatlantic Trends reveals a similar attitude among 12 European countries

towards the use of military power as opposed to economic power. On a general

level, 86 per cent of the respondents view economic power as more important in

world affairs than military power.44 This general preference for economic
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power is transferred to the EU. When dealing with problems outside the

continent, three out of four respondents believe that the EU should concentrate

on its economic strengths instead of relying on military means. In a similar

vein, respondents are split in half as to whether or not the EU should

strengthen its military power in order to play a larger role in global affairs;

45 per cent agree whereas 49 per cent disagree.45

In line with this sceptical view on the role and usefulness of the military and

military means in global affairs, there is also no majority among Europeans

concerning the creation of a supranational European army. In early 2007, the

Financial Times and Harris Poll asked people from five European countries

(France, Germany, Great Britain, Italy, Spain) whether or not they thought that

the EU required an army of its own: 38 per cent supported the idea and 39 per

cent opposed it.46 The Italians and French were most positive, with 52 per cent

and 51 per cent support respectively. In turn, the strongest opposition came

from Britain with 52 per cent.

This reserved support for a European army corroborates a finding of a

special Eurobarometer survey on public opinion and European defence.47

People from the then EU-15 were asked about their favourite type of army. Just

one out of five preferred a single European army that would replace national

armies. A majority favoured the mixture of national and European structures.

One option was a permanent European Rapid Reaction Force,48 which was

decided in Helsinki in 1999 and declared operational in 2003, in addition to

national armies (37 per cent). The other option was a European force that is put

together only when needed (18 per cent).49 Moreover, Europeans are not only

lukewarm supporters of a supranational European army, they also do not

believe that the latter will see the light of day anytime soon. A poll among 13

EU countries showed that only one out of three respondents believes that

common armed forces will have become a reality by 2020 (35 per cent).50 Again,

differences between member states became discernable. Spaniards (55 per cent)

were most optimistic, followed by the French (43 per cent). In contrast, Slovaks

and Lithuanians were least convinced concerning the creation of a European

army by 2020, with 30 per cent and 24 per cent respectively.

From Superficial to Substantial Public Support for ESDP

This paper does not deny that there is public support for Europe’s security and

defence policy. Indeed, public support for ESDP is very high, particularly when

compared to other European policy areas or the overall satisfaction with the

EU and the integration project. However, the key argument advanced in this

paper is that public support for ESDP is much more ambiguous than usually

acknowledged.

First, the ‘Europeanness’ of public support for ESDP is refuted. Differences

between EU states concerning threat perception, political alignments or

strategic imperatives and cultures51 redound to considerable as well as patent
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differences in public support for ESDP at the country level. Therefore, referring

to ‘European support’ for ESDP does not do justice to the differentiated

picture that exists concerning public support for ESDP across Europe. To the

contrary, such a notion simply brushes aside major differences that exist

between the EU-27.

Second, it has been demonstrated that even though public support for ESDP

is high, it is not substantial. If Europeans today were to pick those topics they

cared about most, security and defence issues would clearly rank at the bottom

end of the list. Instead, Europeans care first and foremost about their economic

and social well-being. In other words, strong public backing of ESDP is not

identical with the ascription of priority to the issue by Europeans. Moreover, if

Europeans are concerned with security and defence issues, they have the

maintenance of peace and stability inside Europe in mind. This, however, is

exactly what ESDP, with its focus on global crisis management, is not intended

for. Meanwhile, public support for Europe’s global role is considerably lower.

Yet this is exactly what ESDP is all about.

Third, the majority of Europeans dismiss the use of military means as an

appropriate instrument in global affairs. Again, this leads right to the core of

ESDP, whose essence is to contribute to stability and peace by using civilian as

well as military tools. Whereas Europeans are in favour of enhancing European

cooperation in defence, they oppose the means required to implement defence

policy.
What are the implications of those findings for the further development of

ESDP? For starters, it is widely acknowledged that leadership groups are the

way to go for deepening cooperation in ESDP. Indeed, with the so-called

‘permanent structured cooperation’ of the Constitutional Treaty, member states

foresaw for the first time the option of differentiated integration for ESDP in

the EU’s primary law. The next EU revision treaty, whose purpose is to salvage

the substance of the Constitutional Treaty, is likely to take up this provision,

which did not receive scrutiny during member states’ dispute about the

Constitutional Treaty. The results presented above hint at the conclusion that

different EU countries will encounter different degrees of public support, or

resistance, if they face the decision whether or not to join such an experiment.

Assuming responsiveness of political elites towards the wishes of their populace

and, of course, voters, it must not be ruled out that countries, or rather

governments, will circumvent a public discussion simply by deciding not to

participate in the experiment, at least not from the outset. However, the more

countries are willing to enhance their security and defence capabilities and

commitments within such a group, the greater are the latter’s benefits for

Europe’s indivisible security as a whole.

Concerning the substance of ESDP’s future development, the surveys

presented above on the desirability and likelihood of a European army point

out that actual defence integration on the supranational level, which would

present a qualitative quantum leap for ESDP, is not high on the wish list of
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Europeans. The latter’s focus rests primarily on socio-economic issues.

Europeans seem to be satisfied with the intergovernmental approach to security

and defence cooperation that has been pursued thus far. Moreover, they also do

not expect a supranational ESDP*as symbolised in a European army*to

materialise anytime soon.

Finally, we come to the relationship between EU and NATO. Obviously,

Europeans have no problems in reconciling their preference for the European

level as the most appropriate for decision-making on European defence on the

one hand and their country being in NATO on the other. The perception of the

EU�NATO interplay is as undecided as the actual duality between the two

organisations, and there seems to be no public pressure on politicians to change

this situation. Ad hoc cooperation and a non-strategic division of labour, which

already characterises the two organisations’ interaction today,52 are likely to

continue in the future.

At the same time, there are compelling reasons to move on with the

expansion and deepening of European security and defence cooperation. To

begin with, no single European state will be able to cope unilaterally with the

security challenges and threats ahead. Nor are the latter confined to single

members of the EU. To the contrary, common challenges and threats call for

common responses. Effective defence capabilities would also strengthen the

continent’s leverage vis-à-vis other international players, not least with

respect to Europe’s key partner, the United States. If Europeans can

overcome their deficits in capabilities and strategic vision and Americans

their reluctance to give Europeans a greater say in transatlantic security

affairs,53 the interaction might indeed take the form of a ‘two-pillar

alliance’.54 In addition, common European defence that rests on a common

European defence market*thereby creating defence economies of scale and

reducing inefficiency, waste and duplications*would also encompass huge

economic benefits.55

In order to move on with ESDP, Europe’s political elites should strengthen

and solidify the connection between the project ESDP and the European

people. The objective is to make public support move from the superficial to the

substantial. Of course, ESDP has progressed rapidly during the last couple of

years without such support. Indeed, referring to the integration project in

general, The Economist argues that ‘European integration can proceed without

popular enthusiasm because of its character: the EU has a large regulatory

component and much integration proceeds through rules-based co-operation.

Rules and technical standards are peculiarly unsuited to mobilising popular

opinion, whether for or against.’56 Certainly, these remarks address primarily

economic and social policies and not security and defence issues. Still, if this

logic of the ‘benefit of apathy’ is applied to ESDP (as is probably true of other

issue areas as well), such an approach would entail the risk that the elite�public

disconnect could widen even further, with potential repercussions for the

European integration project as a whole. Moreover, it would free Europe’s elites
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from their obligation to explain to European citizens what the EU is for and

what benefits it brings.

Another (non-)option would be to wait for external events or shocks to

happen in order to move on with ESDP. One could think of, or rather dread,

another terrorist attack or a repetition of Europe’s inaptitude as a security

provider, as in the Balkans in the 1990s. Admittedly, the urgency of deepening

European security and defence cooperation can be communicated much more

easily against such a background than in ‘everyday life’. However, apart from

being cynical, to say the least, such an approach would demonstrate the lack of

both strategic vision and security leadership among Europe’s political elites.

What is needed instead is a public diplomacy campaign that makes the case

for European engagement in global security. Although a more effective

communication of Europe’s global aspirations to the outside world is necessary

as well,57 the effort envisaged here is directed to Europe and to Europeans. In

the words of the former President of Finland, Martti Ahtisaari, ‘the EU needs

to enhance its public diplomacy effort. It should seek ways to combine the

efforts of the Commission, the Council and the Member States so as to deliver

one consistent message to the public within the EU and abroad.’58 Such an

ESDP campaign inside the Union would have two key objectives. One is to

enhance the robustness of public support for ESDP, that is, to match the high,

albeit superficial, support for ESDP with the ascription of priority to the latter.

It also means enhancing public acceptance of military means, if used to

promote and protect the interests of the EU’s member states. The other task is

to overcome the discrepancies between member states and generate actual

‘European’ support for ESDP. While being sensitive to national peculiarities,

the interdependence between challenges and threats to all and the benefits of

common action in the framework of ESDP for all must be demonstrated. If

successful, this campaign would further enhance convergence between the

strategic cultures of EU countries,59 thereby opening up new opportunities for

deepening European cooperation in security and defence.

If the objective is to better communicate and explain Europe’s security and

defence policy with its present crisis management format, the question is how?

Dividing ESDP into three dimensions, namely operations, institutions, and

capabilities, only one has the potential to win over the hearts and minds of the

European publics. Both capabilities and institutions are inherently technical

and abstract. This makes them ill suited to serve as a starting point for public

discussions about the objectives and necessities of ESDP. To the contrary,

dwelling on either of those dimensions is very likely to reinforce the perception

that European integration is an elitist and technocratic project that is

unconnected to the needs and concerns of Europeans.

This leaves the third dimension: operations. And indeed, operations have the

potential to raise both public awareness of and acceptance for ESDP all over

the continent*not least as past and present operations, for instance in the

Balkans but also in Africa, have amounted to success stories. Ideally, ESDP’s
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crisis management operations not only avert concrete threats to Europe’s

normative and ‘realist’ interests, but also aim at fulfilling clear-cut objectives.

Those might include the maintenance of peace and stability or the enhancement

of democracy or respect for human rights and the rule of law. The objectives

pursued by ESDP missions match perfectly with the values that Europeans

cherish most, both personally and as to what the EU represents in their

opinion. According to Europeans, human rights, democracy, peace and the rule

of law are the four values that best represent the EU.60 It goes without saying

that the promotion of those values around the globe is also the very foundation

upon which Europe’s foreign, security and defence policies rest. Additionally,

operations could be used to demonstrate the necessity of the more ‘realist’

component of ESDP, that is, to tackle security challenges and threats where

they originate instead of waiting until they affect Europeans on their own

continent.

Hence, ESDP operations and thus Europe’s engagement in conflict zones not

only augment Europeans’ safety from physical threats in a traditional under-

standing of security. They also foster Europeans’ well-being in economic and

social terms in line with a broader concept of security. Operation EUFOR-

ALTHEA in Bosnia and Herzegovina, whose objective is to contribute to the

maintenance of peace and stability in a country in Europe’s immediate

neighbourhood, is one example; Operation EUFOR RD CONGO, which

supported the United Nations Organisation Mission in the Democratic

Republic of the Congo (MONUC), where ‘Africa’s Great War’61 left millions

of people dead roughly a decade ago, is another.

In short, Europe’s political elites must explain to Europeans the nature of

dangers and threats that ESDP tries to tackle, the consequences for their

individual well-being of leaving the latter unaddressed, and the instruments

required for averting security threats. Particular emphasis should be put, on the

one hand, on the close interconnection between European engagement in

crises*both in the proximity of Europe and in remote places*and, on the

other, on the socio-economic well-being of Europeans and, hence, the issues the

latter care about most. Another key element should be to reinforce

the perception that a plurality of Europeans already holds as to why Europe

is the best level to generate strategic security effect for Europeans and why

single European countries cannot guarantee their security and prosperity by

themselves any longer. Finally, decision-makers must not only demonstrate the

interplay between ESDP and the socio-economic well-being of Europeans. If

the objective is to generate substantial public support, they must also tackle

socio-economic issues as such. Productive, competitive and vibrant European

economies based on innovation, knowledge and sustainability are required.

Hence, the road towards increasing public acceptance for ESDP also leads

through ‘Maastricht’*symbolising the convergence criteria (among others

price stability and sound government finances) to be met in order to participate

in the Economic and Monetary Union and ultimately the Euro*and
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‘Lisbon’*Europe’s quest to become the world’s most competitive and most

dynamic knowledge-based economy.
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Mika Kerttunen, Jan Mörtberg and Ylva Ericsson (eds.), European Security and Defence Policy:

A European Challenge (Stockholm: Swedish National Defence College, 2006), pp. 1�16, here

p. 13.
6 Berlin Declaration, Declaration on the Occasion of the Fiftieth Anniversary of the Signature of the

Treaties of Rome, Berlin, 25 March 2007, available at http://www.eu2007.de/de/News/down-

load_docs/Maerz/0324-RAA/English.pdf last accessed 6 May 2007.
7 European Commission, Eurobarometer 66. First Results (Brussels: European Commission, 2006),

p. 25.
8 European Commission, Eurobarometer 65. Report (Brussels: European Commission, 2007),

p. 120.
9 Public support for the EU’s external policies is not confined to the security and defence realm.

Europe’s Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), and hence the framework within which

ESDP is embedded, receives strong public backing as well, albeit on a slightly lower level. In the

latest Eurobarometer survey, 68 per cent of the respondents said that they favour a common

foreign policy among the member states of the EU towards other countries; 21 per cent were

against. European Commission, Eurobarometer 66 , p. 22.
10 European Commission, Eurobarometer 65 , p. 117.
11 European Commission, Eurobarometer 64. Report (Brussels: European Commission, 2006),

p. 102.

198 K. Brummer

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

am
br

id
ge

] 
at

 0
4:

08
 1

1 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
11

 



12 See for instance the discussion in Marcin Zaborowski (ed.), Friends Again? EU�US Relations

after the Crisis (Paris: EU Institute for Security Studies, 2006).
13 European Commission, Eurobarometer 64 , p. 102
14 European Commission, Eurobarometer 66 , pp. 6, 9.
15 European Commission, Eurobarometer 66 , p. 28.
16 European Commission, Eurobarometer 64 , p. 100.
17 European Commission, Eurobarometer 64 , p. 106.
18 Bertelsmann Stiftung and TNS Emnid, World Powers in the 21st Century. The Results of a

Representative Survey in Brazil, China, France, Germany, India, Japan, Russia, the United

Kingdom, and the United States (Berlin: Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2006).
19 See Josef Janning, ‘Leadership Coalitions and Change: The Role of States in the European

Union’, International Affairs 81/4 (2006), pp. 821�834; Klaus Brummer (ed.), ESDP and the Big

3. France, Germany and the United Kingdom (Guetersloh: Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2006); Jolyon

Howorth, ‘Europe’s Cutting Edge? France, Britain, and the ESDP’, Journal of Transatlantic

Studies 3/1 (2005), pp. 39�54.
20 Among German respondents, 84 per cent were of the opinion that the EU should play a more

important international role in maintaining peace and stability in the world; 73 per cent expressed

the same opinion for Germany. In the case of France and the UK, the numbers were 51 per cent

for the EU and 28 per cent for France and 50 per cent for the EU and 55 per cent for the UK

respectively. See Bertelsmann Stiftung and TNS Emnid, World Powers , pp. 23�24. Support for a

strong leadership role for the EU in global affairs is also expressed in Transatlantic Trends 2006

(70 per cent in favour and 22 per cent against), which includes 11 EU members: Bulgaria, France,

Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Spain and the United

Kingdom. German Marshall Fund, Transatlantic Trends. Topline Report 2006 (Washington,

Brussels: German Marshall Fund, 2006), p. 4.
21 Bertelsmann Stiftung and TNS Emnid, World Powers , p. 16.
22 BBC World Service, Israel and Iran Share Most Negative Ratings in Global Poll , 6 March 2007,

available at http://www.worldpublicopinion.org/pipa/pdf/mar07/BBC_ViewsCountries_Mar07_

pr.pdf last accessed 6 May 2007.
23 GlobeScan and Program on International Policy Attitudes, In 20 out of 23 Countries Polled

Citizens Want Europe to Be More Influential Than US , 6 April 2005, available at http://

65.109.167.118/pipa/pdf/apr05/LeadWorld_Apr05_rpt.pdf last accessed 6 May 2007.
24 This seems to be largely in line with Europeans’ preferences: four out of five favour a European

foreign policy that is independent from US foreign policy. European Commission, Eurobarometer

65 , p. 127.
25 The Chicago Council on Global Affairs and World Public Opinion.Org, World Publics Reject US

Role as the World Leader, 17 April 2007, available at http://www.worldpublicopinion.org/pipa/

pdf/apr07/CCGA�_ViewsUS_article.pdf last accessed 6 May 2007; see also The American

Interest, ‘A Symposium on the American Image’, The American Interest 1/4 (2006), pp. 43�81.
26 Bertelsmann Stiftung and TNS Emnid, World Powers , p. 27.
27 European Commission, Eurobarometer 66 , p. 26.
28 European Commission, Eurobarometer 66 , p. 68.
29 For more detailed discussions about differences between EU member states, see Sebastian

Giegerich, European Security and Strategic Culture. National Responses to the EU’s Security and

Defence Policy (Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2006); Klaus Brummer (ed.), The South and ESDP. Italy,

Greece, Portugal and Spain (Guetersloh: Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2007); Klaus Brummer (ed.), The

North and ESDP. The Baltic States, Denmark, Finland and Sweden (Guetersloh: Bertelsmann

Stiftung, 2007).
30 Bulgaria and Romania both score 76 per cent and thus one point above the average of the EU-25.

European Commission, Eurobarometer 66 , p. 26. The next Eurobarometer survey will show

whether accession to the EU pushed public support for ESDP in those countries even higher and

hence even closer to the eight countries from the region that acceded in 2004.

Public Support for Europe’s Security and Defence Policy 199

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

am
br

id
ge

] 
at

 0
4:

08
 1

1 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
11

 



31 Laura C. Ferreira-Pereira, ‘Inside the Fence but Outside the Walls. Austria, Finland and Sweden

in the Post-Cold War Security Architecture’, Cooperation and Conflict 41/1 (2006), pp. 99�122.
32 European Commission, Eurobarometer 64 , p. 106.
33 European Commission, Eurobarometer 66 , p. 27.
34 European Commission, Eurobarometer 66 , pp. 23�24.
35 European Commission, Eurobarometer 66 , pp. 23, 26.
36 European Commission, Eurobarometer 65 , p. 119.
37 For ESDP’s historical development see Michael Smith, Europe’s Foreign and Security Policy. The

Institutionalization of Cooperation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004).
38 For instance, Gustav Lindstrom, ‘On the Ground: ESDP Operations’, in Nicole Gnesotto (ed.),

EU Security and Defence Policy. The First Five Years (Paris: EU Institute for Security Studies,

2004), pp. 111�129; International Crisis Group, EU Crisis Response Capabilities Revisited

(Brussels: International Crisis Group, 2005), pp. 33�51; Michael Merlingen and Rasa

Ostrauskaite, European Union Peacebuilding and Policing: Governance and the Europe Security

and Defence Policy (London: Routledge, 2006); Agnieszka Nowak (ed.), Civilian Crisis

Management: The EU Way (Paris: EU Institute for Security Studies, 2006).
39 Council of the European Union, A Secure Europe in a Better World , Brussels, 12 December 2003,

available at http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cmsUpload/78367.pdf last accessed 6 May

2007, p. 14.
40 European Commission, Eurobarometer 65 , p. 119.
41 German Marshall Fund, Transatlantic Trends 2004 (Washington, Brussels: German Marshall

Fund, 2004), pp. 16�17.
42 European Commission, Eurobarometer 65 , p. 26.
43 Bertelsmann Stiftung; TNS Emnid, World Powers , p. 10.
44 German Marshall Fund, Transatlantic Trends 2006 , p. 59.
45 German Marshall Fund, Transatlantic Trends 2006 , pp. 10�11.
46 Financial Times and Harris Poll, ‘Except for Spain, Majorities or Pluralities in Five European

Countries Believe Life has become Worse since Joining the EU’, 19 March 2007, available at

http://www.harrisinteractive.com/news/allnewsbydate.asp?NewsID�1191 last accessed 6 May

2007.
47 Philippe Manigart, Public Opinion and European Defence , July 2001, available at http://

ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_146_en.pdf last accessed 6 May 2007.
48 See Charles Wolf and Benjamin Zycher, European Military Prospects, Economic Constraints, and

the Rapid Reaction Force (Santa Monica: RAND, 2001); Jocelyn Mawdsley, Equipping the Rapid

Reaction Force: Options for and Constraints on a European Defence Equipment Strategy (Bonn:

BICC, 2003).
49 Manigart, Public Opinion , p. 16.
50 The 13 EU countries included in the poll were Austria, Belgium, Finland, France, Germany,

Great Britain, Hungary, Italy, Lithuania, the Netherlands, Poland, Slovakia and Spain.

Bertelsmann Stiftung, EU 2020*the View of the Europeans. Results of a representative survey

in selected member states of the European Union (Guetersloh: Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2006),

pp.12�13.
51 See Giegerich, European Security and Strategic Culture ; Brummer, ESDP and the Big 3 ;

Brummer, The South and ESDP ; Brummer, The North and ESDP.
52 See Richard Whitman, ‘NATO, the EU and ESDP: An Emerging Division of Labour?’,

Contemporary Security Policy 25/3 (2004), pp. 430�451; Johannes Varwick (ed.), Die Beziehungen

zwischen NATO und EU*Partnerschaft, Konkurrenz, Rivalität? (Opladen: Barbara Budrich,

2005).
53 For instance, Paul J. Saunders, ‘Learning to Appreciate France’, The National Interest 88/

March�April (2007), pp. 4�8.
54 Sven Biscop, NATO, ESDP and the Riga Summit: No Transformation without Re-Equilibration

(Brussels: Royal Institute for International Relations, 2006), p. 22.

200 K. Brummer

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

am
br

id
ge

] 
at

 0
4:

08
 1

1 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
11
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