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ABSTRACT Civil protection is one of the more established European competences
within the emerging protection policy space. It is also emblematic of an enduring tension
within European politics. European Union states acknowledge the need to work closely
to address pressing common issues. Yet those same states retain a tight grip on EU
policy activities so as to protect their national sovereignty. That tension is apparent in
the adopted ‘solidarity declaration’ from 2004, in which member states vow to assist
one another in a disaster, and in the development of the EU’s civil protection compe-
tences, where member states have carefully controlled their delegation of powers. This
article explores how this tension manifests itself ‘on the ground’, in the actual operation
of civil protection missions. Two cases are analysed — the 2002 floods in Central
Europe and the 2004 Asian tsunami — in order to understand how member states acted
collectively through EU structures and with what effect on the EU’s disaster response
effectiveness. By exploring member states’ contributions to joint efforts, how those
efforts were organized and what lessons were learned for future development, light is
shed on how sovereignty concerns may prove to be an obstacle to solidarity.

KEY WORDS: European Union, civil protection, solidarity, European Commission, 
disaster relief, emergency management

Introduction

One of the most established, yet least studied, competences within the EU
protection policy space is that of civil protection. As far back as May 1985,
European leaders introduced Community cooperation in civil protection in
response to a number of natural and environmental disasters that struck the
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continent. Six resolutions adopted over the next decade elaborated operational
instruments for Community cooperation in preparing for, and responding to,
disasters. In 2001, EU leaders agreed to intensify cooperation by authorizing
a legal ‘mechanism’ for cooperation. The mechanism gives the EU a role in
identifying shared resources and in deploying those resources when a member
state or third country makes a request.

The reaction of European heads of state and ministers to events such as the
Asian tsunami (2004) and terrorist attacks in Madrid (2004) and London
(2005) has been to emphasize the importance of European cooperation in
civil protection. Hardly a Council summit passes without some reference to
“greater EU cooperation” or “the need for an efficient and effective response
to consequence management” (see, for instance, Council of the European
Union 2005, 2006). Such sentiments found their most high–profile airing in
the ‘solidarity clause’ of the draft Constitutional Treaty and again in the
adoption of a ‘solidarity declaration’ against terrorism in the aftermath of the
Madrid bombings. The declaration, which encourages governments to act
“in the spirit of the solidarity clause”, obliges member states to come to each
other’s aid in the event of a disaster threatening “democratic institutions and
the civilian population” (European Council 2004, 18).1 There appears to be
considerable political momentum behind expanding the EU’s role in civil
protection cooperation in Europe.

In the reality of everyday EU decision-making, however, EU member states
appear more hesitant to move forward. Actual progress since 2001 has
slowed. Commission proposals presented in 2005 and 2006 lay dormant in
committees, while initiatives to assemble civil protection modules (pre–
identified teams available for swift deployment) have been largely rejected by
member state delegations. Similarly, a commission report in 2006, which
recommended a consolidation of the EU’s civil protection and humanitarian
aid instruments, has received little serious attention by member states. The
trend, it seems, is for member states to adopt a largely sceptical stance to
further development of civil protection cooperation.

In short, a strong tension seems to have emerged in the EU’s civil protec-
tion activities. Member states publicly acknowledge the importance of collec-
tive efforts to minimize the impact of disasters. The complexities of modern
threats, and their potential to cross boundaries and outstrip the capabilities
of single states, heighten the perceived importance of ‘solidarity’ for an EU
response. Yet member states appear less willing to follow their talk with
action. Civil protection touches upon sensitive issues of national sovereignty;
member states are reluctant to cede too much authority to supranational
authorities.

The goal of this article is to explore the tension between solidarity and
sovereignty in EU civil protection cooperation and how that tension
influences the EU’s ability to respond to disasters. This tension is not new to
European politics; it permeates virtually all policy areas (Hix 2005). Yet civil
protection affords a unique opportunity to analyse this tension in practice,
by examining the actual operation of EU civil protection events. Two such
events are analysed: the 2002 floods in Central Europe and the 2004 Asian
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tsunami. To draw out the tensions between solidarity and sovereignty, three
questions guide the analysis. First, what practical assistance did EU member
states provide in each case? Secondly, what form of organization did coop-
eration take? Finally, what lessons appear to have been learned in each case
and with what effect on the EU’s role in future events?

An overview of the EU’s competences in civil protection is provided first
and then the adoption of the solidarity declaration described. Placing these
developments side by side, the tensions raised by sovereignty sensitivities on
the one hand, and a desire to act cooperatively on the other (section two) are
sketched out. The two case studies are then introduced: the 2002 floods in
Central Europe (section three) and the 2004 Asian Tsunami (section four).
Finally, those cases are analysed in light of the three questions above (section
five), before more general conclusions are drawn about the EU’s future role
in civil protection cooperation (section six).

Civil Protection and the Solidarity Declaration

There are a number of striking similarities between the EU’s long–standing
goals in the area of civil protection and the more recently adopted solidarity
declaration. Civil protection cooperation aims to “ensure better protection,
primarily of people but also of the environment and property” in the event
of “major emergencies” (Council of the European Union 2001, Article 1.2).
The solidarity declaration represents an agreement amongst leaders to
“protect democratic institutions and the civilian population” primarily
against terrorism but also (when considered in light of the solidarity clause,
see below) in the event of natural and technological disasters. In other words,
both focus on “protection” and both take an all–hazards approach, discrim-
inating only slightly between terror attacks and other types of disasters. Both
demonstrate the EU’s expanding concern for protecting “people”, “prop-
erty”, “democratic institutions” and other specific referent objects.

Yet major distinctions remain. The most obvious difference — and the
most important one for the analysis here — is that Community civil protec-
tion cooperation is an operational activity underpinned by legal obligation,
whereas the solidarity declaration is a political declaration that constitutes
‘only’ moral obligation. Civil protection takes place under specific
institutional conditions, which reflect member state reluctance to delegate
full disaster responsibilities to the supranational level. The design of the EU’s
civil protection mechanism prioritizes national sovereignty and gives
member states different choices and methods of cooperation.

Viewed side by side, civil protection cooperation and the solidarity
declaration expose the strong tension between sovereignty and solidarity in
the EU’s emerging policy space. Sovereignty refers to the member states’
desire to retain control over a policy area. Solidarity concerns the need for
EU governments to work cooperatively to address complex issues. The
evolution of the EU’s civil protection competences suggests considerable
member state concerns over sovereignty, while the adoption of the solidarity
declaration implies member states are willing to work more closely for
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common aims. Together, these developments reveal a tension that shapes
cooperation and operations in civil protection.

The following subsection outlines the development of civil protection coop-
eration and the solidarity declaration before elaborating on the questions that
will guide analysis of the case studies.

Civil Protection

Civil protection cooperation first began in the mid–1980s largely as the result
of a Commission push for more coordination to manage natural disasters.
The then–commissioner for the environment argued strongly that his Direc-
torate–General should do more in the wake of forest fires and heat waves in
Southern Europe. Several Council resolutions adopted since 1985 approved
the move toward joint training and an exploration of resource sharing. A
legal basis for the actual deployment of such resources, however, would not
come until 2001. The 11 September attacks smoothed the path for member
state agreement on the creation of a Community ‘mechanism’ for the
compilation and use of member state resources, not only for natural disasters
but also terrorist attacks. Moreover, with the rise of the EU’s external role in
the European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP) (see article by Duke &
Ojanen, this issue), member states ensured that the mechanism could be used
to co–ordinate events both inside and outside the EU.

The Community civil protection tools can be grouped into two catego-
ries, one related to the ‘Community Action Plan’ and one related to the
‘Community mechanism’. The former provides the legal basis for coopera-
tive preparation activities in the EU, including workshops, training courses
and major projects related to disaster management. The latter concerns
the response phase of a disaster and involves the pooling of civil
protection resources amongst the twenty–five EU member states plus five
non–EU states.2 Member states are obliged to “identify in advance inter-
vention teams which might be available for such intervention” (Council of
the European Union 2001, Article 2). Moreover, the “member state in
which the emergency has occurred shall notify those member states which
may be affected by the emergency” along with the European Commission
(Council of the European Union 2001). Member states have committed
themselves to make available civil protection intervention teams of up to
2,000 persons at short notice by 2003.3

The adoption of the Community mechanism not only boosted the EU’s
competences in civil protection, it also made pooled civil protection
resources available for use abroad. The EU, operating through pillar I, thus
took an explicitly external role in civil protection alongside its traditional
internal role. In turn, a question soon arose as to whether the Community
mechanism might also be deployed as part of pillar II’s ESDP. As shown by
Duke & Ojanen (this issue), the Feira European Council in June 2000 agreed
that the civilian crisis management component of ESDP should include civil
protection. After several years of negotiation (and institutional squabbling),
the Commission and the Council agreed on a joint declaration 2003 setting
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out how the Community mechanism might be employed for an ESDP
mission.

The Community mechanism includes a database of all the resources made
available by member states for Community missions. The contributions of
the member states are voluntary and based on lists of national resources,
including the number of available experts, mobilization time, medical
resources, data on sustainability of resources, transports. The purpose is that
the Commission should be able to put together expert teams for evaluation
and coordination (logistics and communication). The EU listing of resources
encourages the member states to prepare aid packages that with short notice
could be sent to the place hit by the crisis. At the end of 2003 the database
included information on 6,737 persons in total, within fields of expertise
such as search and rescue, Chemical, Biological, Radiological or Nuclear
(CBRN) occurrences, terrorism, clean up, logistical support (Commission
2004a). EU interventions can be carried out only on request from the country
hit by the disaster. It is up to every member state to decide individually
whether and with what means it will help this country. The help provided
will stand under the authority of the receiving country.4

According to Commission officials, one of the added values of the
mechanism is that a stricken member state can appeal to a single information
and coordination centre instead of having to activate a whole range of
bilateral contacts. No single country, from this perspective, may possess the
expertise and the specialized intervention teams that often are needed in
major emergencies.

Community civil protection activities are managed by the Directorate–
General for Environment, in the unit for civil protection. Monitoring and
coordination of disasters takes place through the Monitoring and Information
Centre (MIC), which operates a 24/7 communication and rapid alert network
between member states, called the Common Emergency Communication and
Information System (CECIS).5 The operational network of member states’ civil
protection authorities is called the Permanent Network of National Corre-
spondents (PNNC), while the political body overseeing the Commission’s
work is the Committee on Civil Protection Issues (ProCiv). All of this serves
to create a dense environment of institutional bodies and contacts that bring
the member states and EU together on a regular basis for civil protection issues.

The mechanism has been employed several times since its establishment.
After the 11 September 2001 events more than 1,000 rescue workers from
the member states were coordinated through the mechanism for missions
across the Atlantic (De Wijk 2004). Among the first tasks within Europe was
the coordination of assistance to the Czech Republic during the floods in the
summer of 2002. After this occasion, the MIC has launched requests for
assistance in connection with the oil accident caused by the Prestige tanker
outside the Spanish coast in the autumn of 2002.6 This resulted in ships,
aircraft, equipment and experts from different participating countries being
put at the disposal of the Spanish, Portuguese and French authorities. The
mechanism was also used for a request for high capacity pumps during the
floods in France in December 2003.
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In February 2004, when Morocco was hit by an earthquake, the MIC
sent out a request for assistance concerning search and rescue teams and
power–generating plants to the EU member and candidate states. The civil
protection operation engaged more than seventeen European countries.
Moreover, the Commission, through its Humanitarian Aid Office (ECHO),
adopted an emergency decision with six partners in order to assist the
victims of the earthquake (Commission 2004a). Several capacities have
been tested in these first EU interventions. The added value by the
mechanism over the system of bilateral requests for assistance is its
provision for more consolidated and theoretically quicker and more precise
response. The mechanism performed well as a clearing house for
assistance. A number of technical problems have, however, been high-
lighted. They had mainly to do with communication problems between the
various national teams (Woodbridge 2002).

Solidarity Declaration

During the proceedings of the European Convention, the forum that
helped to draft the Constitutional Treaty, terrorist attacks were quite obvi-
ously on the minds of delegates and helped to spawn the idea of a mutual
assistance agreement amongst EU states. The notion of such an agreement
was unique for the EU, considering that NATO already has its famous
‘Article 5’ agreement. An agreement committing EU states to solidarity in
cases of danger or harm signalled, in many respects, a bold move by Euro-
pean states. It heralded the EU’s move from implicit means of security,
such as economic integration, into explicit tools (Ekengren 2006a). The
resulting agreement became known in the draft Constitutional Treaty as
the ‘solidarity clause’.

A noteworthy aspect of the solidarity clause was the breadth of its scope.
The clause states that mutual assistance would apply not only in the after-
math of a terrorist attack, but also in regards to other disasters from natural,
technological or human–made causes. Article I–43 of the Constitutional
Treaty reads as follows:7  

1. The Union and its Member States shall act jointly in a spirit of
solidarity if a Member State is the object of a terrorist attack or the
victim of a natural or man–made disaster. The Union shall mobilise all
the instruments at its disposal, including the military resources made
available by the Member States, to:

(a) – prevent the terrorist threat in the territory of the Member
States;

– protect democratic institutions and the civilian population
from any terrorist attack;

– assist a Member State in its territory at the request of its political
authorities in the event of a terrorist attack;

(b) – assist a Member State in its territory, at the request of its political
authorities, in the event of a natural or man–made disaster.
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The solidarity clause was included in the Constitutional Treaty by agreement
of delegates to the European Convention in July 2003, and adopted by EU
heads of state or government in June 2004.

Meanwhile, in the aftermath of the Madrid terror bombings in March
2004, EU leaders adopted a separate ‘solidarity declaration’ focused on
terrorist attack but urging governments to act in the “spirit of the solidarity
clause” in the draft Constitutional Treaty. The Treaty is now on indefinite
hold, but the solidarity declaration remains as a separate, formal agreement
by EU member states (European Council 2004, 18).

Although civil protection cooperation and the solidarity declaration
confirm the EU’s explicit move into activities related to protecting European
citizens, they also point to a fundamental tension regarding sovereignty and
solidarity.

How does this tension play out in practice? The following case studies
examine the tension closely using three main questions. The first question
explores what practical assistance was provided in each case. How much
material and expertise did member states offer? How forthcoming was that
assistance? Answers to these questions offer a practical indication of member
states’ willingness to abide by the concept of solidarity.

The second question unearths the type of organization used to carry out
these missions. Were EU structures utilized more than other forms of coop-
eration? How did different forms of cooperation work? Did those forms of
cooperation work effectively? Answers to such questions shed light on the
actual choices of the member states and thus the degree to which they
balanced solidarity and sovereignty concerns.

The third question asks what lessons were learned from each incident (as
indicated by follow–up reports and proposals to reform the civil protection
mechanism). What did the Commission, for instance, interpret as success and
failure in each mission? What has been the member state reaction? Answers
to such questions provide insights to the future balance between sovereignty
and solidarity in civil protection cooperation.

The following sections present two case studies of EU civil protection
cooperation and provide the opportunity to explore these questions in
practice. The focus is on the nature of each crisis and the role of the Commis-
sion and Community mechanism in each case.

Flooding in Central Europe

In the summer of 2002, following heavy rains, the Oder and Neiss, Elbe,
Mulde and Danube rivers broke through their banks and severely flooded
areas in four central European states. Austria, the Czech Republic, Germany
and Slovakia suffered billions of euros in property damage and hundreds of
human deaths. In Prague, the city hardest hit, the V’ltava River crested at
seven metres above its normal levels. Overall, 40 per cent of Czech land was
affected, forcing the evacuation of 220,000 people (Andersson 2002; Coates
2002). Two power stations along the Danube in Slovakia were also knocked
off–line. The Spolana chemical plant outside Prague released a cloud of
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chlorine gas into the atmosphere. Tap water in several areas became non–
potable, while thousands of inhabitants in Prague and Dresden had to be
vaccinated against hepatitis (Schiermeier 2002). The Czech government
estimate of their own losses varies between sixty and ninety billion Czech
kronas (Procházková 2002).

The flooding case was an event of extreme magnitude, simultaneously
affecting several European states, some of which were not yet formally EU
states. It placed public officials under conditions of uncertainty and stress
and demanded cooperation not only within national governments but also
across borders. After several days, the Czech Republic made a formal request
for assistance from the Community mechanism, setting off a chain of events
that illuminate how the mechanism operates, how fellow member states
cooperate and to what effect.

The European Request

The stress placed on public officials during the flooding disaster was clear.
Officials later reflected that the Czech civil protection authority was operat-
ing under a “state of emergency” as if in a “war situation” (Ullberg 2002, 7).
Members of the Czech fire rescue system (numbering 3,810), voluntary and
company fire–fighters (12,530), soldiers (7,854) and foreign fire–fighters
from eight countries (114) participated in the emergency work. Foreign tech-
nical humanitarian aid was provided by nine foreign units of eight countries
(208 people). Twenty persons died during the disaster.

On 14 August, Czech president Vaclav Havel phoned Commission
president Romano Prodi — at that time on vacation in his home town
Bologna — to explain the situation in Central Europe.8 Prodi travelled
immediately to Prague and promised that the Union would assist the Czech
Republic. Contacting most of the high–level civil servants in the Commission
(largely from the Directorate–General for Environment and Directorate–
General for Enlargement), Prodi urged them back from vacation to lead the
work of coordinating the assistance of the EU member states and putting
together an EU aid package for the affected areas. One of the first to be
contacted was the head of the unit for the Czech Republic team at the
Directorate–General for Enlargement at the European Commission.9

Later that same day, Czech Republic authorities made a formal request to
the MIC of the Directorate–General for Environment to activate the
Community mechanism. The request prioritized portable dryers, floating
pumps and electric submersible pumps. The request was notified from the
MIC to the competent national authorities.

This occurred approximately at the same time that several EU states
offered their assistance to the MIC, some voluntarily and others in response
to bilateral requests from Czech authorities. France, a case of the former, had
already offered first aid teams specialized in water purification and water
pumping. Belgium, a case of the latter, responded to the Czech request by
sending nineteen vehicles and fifty–four personnel with generators and
pumps, and a military aircraft (Commission 2002a; Radio Free Europe,
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15 August 2002). Notified directly by the MIC, Italian and Greek authorities
sent disaster teams and transport aircraft. Sweden sent pumps, sanitary
equipment and radar (Andersson 2002, 16). By 21 August, the Czech Repub-
lic had received assistance in the form of dryers, pumps, blankets, stoves,
disinfectants, hygienic materials, generators, emergency grants, personnel
and other humanitarian items from twenty countries.

Throughout the disaster, Commission president Romano Prodi kept a
close watch over developments and reiterated the wider Europe’s “solidarity
with the victims of the flooding” (Commission 2002a). After several days, a
Commission delegation that included commissioners Margot Wallström,
Gunther Veurheugen and Michel Barnier visited Prague and Germany to
assess the damage. This was the largest visit by a Commission delegation at
this level for a civil protection incident, displaying a concern, in the words of
one Commission official, for an EU response to disasters “wherever they
happen”.10

Several commissioners redirected funds towards the effort. Verheugen, the
commissioner for EU enlargement, made pre–accession programme funding
available for reconstruction in the Czech Republic and Slovakia. Franz
Fischler, commissioner for agriculture, used emergency measures to protect
the food supply in disaster areas (Commission 2002b).

The Role of the Commission

After the disaster, officials from the Commission’s civil protection unit stated
that they had made first contact with Czech authorities, rather than waiting
for a request from the stricken nation, as is customary. The reason for being
proactive was two–fold. First, staff of the Directorate–General for Environ-
ment were not sure that Czech officials were aware the mechanism could be
deployed during this moment of crisis. Secondly, those same staff members
knew they would soon receive phone calls from other EU states asking for
information, a status report and ways to assist.11 A line of communication
thus opened quickly between the Czech Republic and the European Commis-
sion, with the latter continuously updating and consolidating information
into memos for distribution. The Commission, through the MIC, also gath-
ered intelligence from news outlets and open sources in order to ‘round out’
its assessment.

The main role of the MIC and, more specifically, the mechanism during
the floods was to act as a ‘focal point’, a single link that the Czech authorities
could use to request assistance and to distribute messages. Pre–established
links between national authorities proved helpful, considering that a stricken
country “cannot always be expected to know the exact address of the Belgian
civil protection agency, or the Swedish Rescue Services”.12 According to
Commission officials, having one focal point that could collect, compile and
redistribute information quickly proved to be a strong advantage.13 Other
international organizations also made use of the MIC as a ‘one–stop–shop’,
including the United Nations Office for Humanitarian Aid (UN–OCHA).
The UN and the EU’s MIC communicated early about the situation and came
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to the conclusion that the EU would be the central point for coordination.
Consequently, the UN was not involved in the management of the disaster.

MIC officials characterized their role as “a kind of ‘common sense’
support service”.14 They also noted the transnational dimension of the flood-
ing. The flooding affected areas down–flow, meaning that problems affecting
the Czech Republic at one stage would affect Germany the next. This
explains why Germany kept close tabs on developments in other countries,
albeit not only through the MIC.

Indeed, some EU states used other mechanisms for assistance in addition
to the MIC. Some states went ahead with bilateral contacts even while the
MIC was trying to coordinate activities. This led to confusion at the
European level, “rather than better coordination” (Woodbridge 2002).
Member states were free to send whatever resources they had available,
rather than the ones targeted by the requesting country.15 That too led to
problems, including the provision of assistance that could not be used by the
Czech Republic. Czech foreign minister Stanislav Gross announced on
14 August that, while grateful for the aid, some of it was unnecessary. He
emphasized that assistance with reconstruction was, by that point, a higher
priority (Radio Free Europe, 15 August 2002).

Finally, it should be noted that coordination between governments, as
might be expected, also took place bilaterally and not only through EU
avenues. The Polish, German and Czech premiers kept in close contact
throughout the disaster in an attempt to coordinate efforts effectively. Polish
and German authorities, including the police, patrolled a leaking dyke that
threatened the village of Brieskow–Finkenheerd. This is just one example of
bilateral coordination and missions that characterized this case.

The Asian Tsunami Disaster in 2004

On 26 December 2004, a tsunami of unprecedented scale struck several
nations in Southeast Asia. A massive undersea earthquake, the most power-
ful in forty years, triggered a series of deadly waves that fanned out across
the Indian Ocean. At least 150,000 people in coastal areas from Somalia to
Sumatra were killed and many millions left destitute. While local populations
were hit hardest, several thousand Europeans vacationing in the area were
also killed.

The Asian tsunami led to an activation of the EU’s civil protection mech-
anism, albeit for an operation abroad. This case involves a slightly different
set of procedures and dynamics related to external cooperation, although the
main actors and institutions are largely the same. As detailed below, the EU’s
role in the Asian tsunami case reveals both similarities and differences
compared with its role in the previous case.

The European Request

Within hours of the tsunami, the Commission’s Directorate–General for
Environment began collecting information and critical intelligence for
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dissemination through the MIC. As for any use of the civil protection
mechanism, however, no action could proceed without a formal request
from the country in need. For external deployment of the mechanism, a
further approval needed to be granted from the current holder of the EU’s
rotating presidency.16 By 10:00 CET on the day of the tsunami, the Sri
Lankan government made a formal request to the MIC while the Dutch pres-
idency signed off on the use of the mechanism (Commission 2005b). The
MIC notified all EU states (and the five other participants in the Community
mechanism) of the appeal from Sri Lanka through the MIC’s rapid alert
network (Commission 2005a, 2005b).

EU assessment teams, contracted by the Commission to conduct advance
work, departed for Asian countries the same day. Experts from Sweden (to
Sri Lanka), France (to Sri Lanka and Indonesia), Italy (to Thailand) and
Germany (to the Maldives) were expected to assess the needs of the victims
and to report back to Brussels. The first assessment teams were in place by
27 December, in both Sri Lanka and Thailand (Commission 2005b). In total,
10–12 persons took part in the EU assessment experts team.17 The key role
of these teams was not only to assess needs, but also to begin the liaison effort
with local officials, other EU agencies in the region (especially those from
ECHO, the EU’s Humanitarian Aid Office) and other international organi-
zations (such as the UNHCR).

During the early stages of the MIC’s involvement in the crisis, high–level
Commission officials monitored developments closely. This time, however,
different political dynamics played out. Both the Commission and the Dutch
presidency had to coordinate their actions, although both reaffirmed the
commitment of the EU to the disaster relief effort. The commissioner for
environment, Stavros Dimas, declared: “This is a disaster of an unprecedented
scale. The European Union … has been able to respond to calls for assistance
in a matter of hours and will work to coordinate and maximise the effective-
ness of that response in the days that follow” (Commission 2004b). A
representative of the Dutch presidency similarly announced that the EU was
ready “to assist in every way possible to alleviate the sad plight of the victims
… [the Commission has] activated the MIC in Brussels to coordinate the rescue
and relief efforts from the European Union, in co–operation with the Presi-
dency” (Netherlands Presidency of the Council of the European Union 2004).

The Role of the Commission

As the days progressed, the Commission’s MIC co–ordinated the deployment
of additional teams of experts and technicians. Teams of fire–fighters, for
instance, followed the assessment teams discussed above, because their need
was both obvious and requested explicitly (Commission 2005f). By
31 December, further human resources and materials, such as doctors and co-
ordination experts, search and rescue crews, victim identification teams, and
water purification were co–ordinated through the MIC. The receiving
countries were at that point broadened to include Indonesia and the Maldives,
in addition to Sri Lanka and Thailand.
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According to the environment commissioner, the mechanism was used to
coordinate support offered by all of the thirty MIC countries. The tsunami
response was thus “one of the most significant relief efforts in the history of
the Community Civil Protection Mechanism” (Commission 2004c). A
random sample of some of the aid provided includes the following: France
— support team of sixty people plus sanitation equipment and medical aid;
Sweden — high durability tents; Greece — material and medical assistance,
including seventeen doctors and staff; Hungary — general relief supplies;
Italy — two Hercules aircraft, one to Colombo and one to Thailand;
Slovakia — tents and medical assistance; Malta — relief shipment; Czech
Republic — 8 tons of bottled water. Bulgaria sent additional rebuilding
material (Commission 2004b).

The Commission had to coordinate its efforts in the response phase of the
disaster with the presidency along with other EU services and agencies. This
became readily apparent in the multiple aims of the EU response. One prior-
ity was the support and evacuation of EU citizens affected by the tsunami,
while another priority was the safety and well–being of local residents. In the
early days of the crisis, the Dutch presidency focused considerable attention
on the former, while the Commission sought to assist the presidency and
focus on the aid concerns of local citizens (Commission 2004b). The MIC
therefore also participated in the work of evacuating EU citizens. It took part
in the inter–consular telephone conferences organized by the presidency,
which aimed at coordinating the evacuation efforts in Thailand. The result
of these conferences was a new request by the MIC to member states,
stipulating the need for medical assistance and search and rescue teams for
European citizens (Commission 2005b).

Another challenge emerged that bears resemblance to the flooding case
above. Not all member state assistance was coordinated through EU co-
ordination mechanisms; rather, assistance took place through a mix of multi-
lateral and bilateral arrangements. The use of varying arrangements raised
the prospect of duplication and confusion regarding what to send. The
Commission took steps to contract assessment experts and national officials
from member states to improve coordination efforts. In several cases, these
individuals made themselves available directly to the Commission (Commis-
sion 2005e).

By January 2005, the first teams coordinated by the Community
mechanism began their return to Europe. The initial team of fire–fighters, for
instance, decided that the immediate response phase had ended (Commission
2005a). Around that time, the EU focus changed to longer–term reconstruc-
tion, at which point, according to the commissioner for environment, other
EU organs such as ECHO played a higher profile role than the civil
protection teams (Dimas 2005).

Preliminary Assessments

What do the flooding and tsunami cases reveal about how the tension between
sovereignty and solidarity played out in practice? The three questions posed
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earlier can now be answered. First, how did member states contribute to the
cooperative missions and to what effect? Secondly, what forms of organiza-
tion were used to mobilize that assistance? Thirdly, what lessons were gleaned
from each event and what do they reveal about the future balance between
sovereignty and solidarity?

Practical Assistance Provided by Member States

In both cases, member states responded quickly and decisively to calls for
assistance, even to the extent that too much aid was offered. In the
flooding case, the list of contributions far outweighed what Czech
authorities, for instance, could use effectively in the immediate aftermath
of the disaster. Also in the Asian tsunami, relief supplies arrived in large
amounts. Of course, due to the size and intensity of the catastrophe, no
single donor was able to deliver sufficient quantities during the first day
of the disaster. However, in the days and weeks that followed, dona-
tions intensified and third country experts even began stressing that the
contributors should not only concentrate their assistance on the tsunami–
stricken areas but should also remember aid needs of other locations in
the world. For instance, Médecins Sans Frontières, a non–governmental
organization, asked donors for permission to redirect money from the
tsunami area to other global disasters when they felt they had received
enough money to treat the tsunami victims (Médecins Sans Frontières
2005).

In both the flooding and the tsunami cases, member states sent
materials and experts that reflected their particular specializations in disas-
ter relief. Contributing states, as is common in most relief operations,
‘worked to their strengths’ even though such strengths may not have been
a prioritized need in the affected country. In fact, the eagerness of member
states to contribute had different implications for each case. In the flood-
ing case, the EU may have contributed to an over–supply of assistance,
whereas in the tsunami case, the EU helped to bolster local capacities with
valuable material and personnel. Thus, while boosting the capacity of
Asian governments to respond to the tsunami disaster, the EU may have
provided more assistance than actually required by the Czech government.
This, too, is a common problem in disaster relief: finding accurate and
timely information about the needs of a stricken area. In general, however,
one can hardly doubt the commitment of member states to assist in a time
of disaster.

The speed with which the Community mechanism functioned also bears
mentioning. If an earlier case is used as a comparison — the Turkish earth-
quakes in 1999 — the EU response time has shortened over the past decade.
Then, no civil protection teams could be deployed quickly (Ramberg 2005),
possibly due to the fact that the Community mechanism had not yet been
established. In the flooding and tsunami cases, by comparison, civil protec-
tion teams departed their home countries within hours. The swift response
of the Commission’s MIC to the tsunami stands in sharp contrast to several
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national administrations in the EU, which have been criticized sharply for a
slow and ineffective initial response (see, for example, SOU (2005: 104) for
an evaluation of the Swedish government’s performance during the tsunami
crisis).

The two cases reveal no small degree of solidarity amongst EU member
states and between the EU and third countries. The MIC managed the
Community mechanism in a way that ensured a swift response, even if the
amount of assistance did not always match the needs of the disaster area.
More broadly, EU institutional officials kept in close contact with govern-
ment officials in those areas, reassuring them of the ‘European’ commitment
to assist and putting in place long–term plans to assist with reconstruction.
Indeed, one of the main strengths of the EU is the capability to marshal a
wide array of assistance instruments and resources after the immediate
aftermath of a crisis.

The Organization of Assistance

The way in which the assistance was organized in each case, however,
reveals that the spirit of solidarity was tempered by sovereignty concerns.
In some instances, member states bypassed the Community mechanism as a
means for the delivery of assistance, preferring to keep control over their
own contributions. Member states used direct contact, cooperative agree-
ments with other international organizations and bilateral agreements with
fellow member states in order to deliver assistance. The EU was one node
amongst many in the network of disaster assistance providers. This
conclusion is consistent with the findings from other cases of EU civil
protection operations, such as the Portuguese forest fires of 2003 (Eken-
gren et al. 2006).

The cases reveal that the EU takes a fairly ‘light’ coordination role from
this perspective, organizing some elements of member state coordination
but never steering the broader ‘European’ effort. The EU was a forum,
rather than an actor, in both of these cases (Bretherton & Vogler 2006).
Commission officials appear to see their role as “facilitator” or “enabler”
rather than “driver”, particularly in light of member state reluctance to
allow the latter.18 The cases confirm that the EU provided coordination,
communication, financial support and expertise, and worked alongside
other organizations such as the Red Cross and the United Nations (Swed-
ish Rescue Services Agency 2003).

The organization of civil protection assistance in the two cases thus
suggests that member states prefer to retain some degree of autonomy over
their contributions. Member states used other forms of organization beyond
the EU, and limited the EU’s role to that of facilitator. Commission officials
complain that this reduced the efficiency of the EU’s overall contribution to
civil protection. The MIC could not monitor the various flows of assistance;
this, they insist, led to duplication and oversupply of certain materials and
experts (Woodbridge 2002). Member state sovereignty concerns suggest this
situation will persist in the future.
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Lessons Learned

In the aftermath of the Central European floods and Asian tsunami, a
number of ‘lessons’ has been put forward, mainly by the European Commis-
sion. In addition, new proposals (many using those same lessons as a
rationale for reform) to improve the operation of the Community mechanism
were introduced in 2005 and 2006. The proposals argue for additional
competences for the EU, additional resources and an increase in the types of
materials and expertise that can be included in the civil protection database.
All of this has occurred under a broad heading of ‘solidarity’, a clear attempt
to appeal to member state declarations about the importance of working
cooperatively in civil protection.

Once again, however, sovereignty concerns have arisen. Member states
have expressed a reluctance to agree to the proposals. The following
paragraphs review the lessons learned in the aftermath of the two cases,
describe the proposals for change and show how the tension between
solidarity and sovereignty promises to further shape the development of
civil protection cooperation in the EU.

One clear finding in both cases is that the assistance provided by member
states through the EU mechanism did not always match the needs of the
stricken country. This, as referred to above, was largely the result of member
states with particular disaster specializations and capacity in materials and
personnel related to those specializations. The practitioner interviews suggest
that the Commission will work to remedy this problem, seeing the avoidance
of duplication and inappropriate aid as one ‘value added’ service the EU can
provide to its member states. One proposal envisions the creation of pre–
established, specialized modules ready for fast deployment on the request of
the Commission’s MIC (Commission 2005d, 2005e). That would allow a
“neutral third party” — the Commission — to make a more logical decision
as to what assistance needs are required for a particular event, at a particular
time (Commission 2005c).19

Another lesson is that civilian resources are not the only ones needed in a
disaster. Military resources, such as airlift capabilities and highly technical
de–contamination equipment, could also improve the EU’s disaster response
(Joint Declaration 2003). The Commission is making arrangements to
include the materials in the military database (assembled and maintained by
the Council as part of ESDP) in the civil protection database of the MIC. This
signals a potentially momentous advance in the EU’s disaster management
role and would make a large array of resources available (arguably even
more than in many member states).

Finally, the MIC expressed concern in the aftermath of the flooding and
tsunami disasters that it was hamstrung by the need to wait for member states
to mobilize resources. They felt that Commission officials should have access
to ‘own resources’, or at least on–call teams of experts, that they could deploy
autonomously. To this end, the Commission has proposed that member states
should declare their ‘firm commitment’ to cooperate with each other in
delivering civil protection assistance. Moreover, the Commission proposes to
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reinforce EU coordination capacities and to boost the ‘operational planning
capacity’ of the MIC with such ideas as a single field coordinator with formal
authority over member states. The purpose of such proposals is to make the
MIC more capable of mobilizing military means, of hiring equipment that
cannot be obtained by member states and of promoting a system of special-
ized national modules for European use. These standby resources should,
according to the Commission, be deployed “quasi–automatically” on the
request of an “appropriate European authority” (Commission 2005c, 11).

In their response, many member state authorities continue to emphasize
that disaster relief and crisis management is a core responsibility of the
state. They point to the principle of subsidiarity and warn against any
reforms that do not strengthen what they believe to be the added value of
European cooperation.20 According to many member states, the role of the
EU is first and foremost to provide coordination support to national inter-
ventions. Most member states hesitated to adopt the idea of creating a
standby capacity for mutual European assistance, not least because they
thought the composition of national and European teams needed to be as
flexible as possible in a situation where future disasters were ‘unknown’.
Different compositions were said to be needed for different interventions
and teams should be composed of personnel working with emergencies on
a daily basis. The idea of a flexible modular system could, according to
some member states, be discussed further (Commission 2005c). The so–
called Barnier report of spring 2006 suggested the establishment of a
standing European civil protection force — ‘Europe aid’ supported by an
EU Council for civil protection and permanent cites around the globe for
the quick provision of assistance (Barnier Report 2006). Yet, according to
interviews with national officials, this proposal has not been received
favourably by national ministries.

As of June 2006, many of the Commission’s proposals remain deadlocked
in Council working groups. Member states have largely refused to proceed
in the directions proposed by the Commission. At issue, once again, is the
great challenge facing the development of EU civil protection cooperation:
the tension between the need for common action and the tendency of
member states to guard their national sovereignty.

Conclusions

In many respects, the EU’s civil protection activities are emblematic of the
broader protection policy space emerging at the EU level. Civil protection
developed in an ad hoc, incremental way over the years, rather than by
design. Moreover, civil protection competences in the EU cross over the
internal vs. external policy divide, applicable to disasters both inside and
outside of Europe. And civil protection demonstrates the widening concern
of the EU with protection, not just of EU citizens but also property, the
environment, infrastructure and democratic institutions. The EU clearly
seems to be moving into policy activities that were once the sole preserve of
member state competences.
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Civil protection also resembles the broader protection policy space in that
it clearly reveals the tension between cooperative action and national auton-
omy. Evidence has been presented that these conflicting concerns, described
here as ‘solidarity’ and ‘sovereignty’, shape much of what goes on in the area
of civil protection cooperation in the EU.

In terms of practical assistance, the cases of the flooding and tsunami show
that solidarity is not in short supply. Member states were quick to provide
material aid, financial support and human expertise. Yet, in terms of how
this assistance was organized, it has been shown how member states used
alternative, and often bilateral, forms of cooperation. The EU’s Community
mechanism was bypassed in several instances. Finally, in terms of future
developments, it has been demonstrated that member states understand the
need for solidarity but appear to be blocking further EU competences in the
interests of preserving their own autonomy.

A concluding question is what is needed to break the deadlock in the
development of the EU’s civil protection capacities. The tension between
solidarity and sovereignty looks set to constrain both the development, and
the actual operation, of civil protection cooperation well into the future.
One way out of this conundrum could be to reassess the role of the EU in
civil protection and to organize new forms of cooperation. Rather than
legally binding mechanisms and supranational authority to compel member
state participation, looser forms of cooperation might be in order. In this
respect, EU authorities should look towards other cooperation strategies,
such as the Open Method of Coordination (OMC) used in other EU policy
areas (Ekengren 2006b). The OMC uses voluntary agreements, best–
practice standards and ‘peer pressure’ to encourage convergence and cooper-
ation. That might be the most effective way to uncover the real ‘value added’
of the EU in the years ahead.
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Notes

1. The ‘solidarity clause’ and ‘solidarity declaration’ are found in separate documents and have

different legal status, but express similar sentiments regarding solidarity. See section two of this

article for a clarification.

2. The non–EU states participating in the mechanism include Bulgaria, Romania, Iceland, Liechtenstein

and Norway.

3. These commitments were made at the European Council meeting in Göteborg in June 2001.

4. Internal working document, Swedish Rescue Services Agency, 5 February 2003.

5. CECIS is linked with a number of other networks operating in different sectors, including those deal-

ing with radiological, health and biological–chemical disasters. See Commission (2004a, 11–12).

6. Personal interview with an official from the Commission’s civil protection unit, Directorate–General

for Environment, 13 February 2003.

7. This article in the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe is referred to in the Declaration on

Combating Terrorism as I–42.
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8. Personal interview with an official from the Commission’s Directorate–General for Enlargement, 13

February 2003.

9. Personal interview with official from the Czech Republic desk, Directorate–General for Enlargement,

European Commission, 13 February 2003.

10. Personal interview with a member of the Commission’s civil protection unit, Directorate–General for

Environment, 11 February 2003.

11. Ibid.

12. Ibid.

13. Ibid.

14. Ibid.

15. Ibid.

16. For further assessment of the general procedures of the MIC within the Directorate–General for

Environment, see Boin et al. (2006).

17. Telephone interview with Swedish Rescue Services Agency official, 16 February 2005.

18. Personal interview with a member of the Commission’s civil protection unit of Directorate–General

for Environment, 11 February 2003.

19. It should be noted that the Commission’s response, in the aftermath of the disasters, is typically

‘technical–rational’. Crisis experts warn that such responses reflect an assumption that all problems

can be ‘fixed’ through technical means. This is hardly ever the case, as subsequent crises and disasters

will never look the same as previous ones. Experts instead suggest built–in redundancies and

consideration of the various ‘unknowns’ that might emerge in a future disaster (see Rosenthal et al.
2001).

20. ‘Non Paper’ issued by Sweden, Austria, Netherlands and Germany in response to the Commission’s

‘Issues Paper’ of 31 January 2005. 12 April 2005. Internal Document.
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