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ambitious schemes are unrealistic. It should reduce 
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During the course of the last decade and a half, the EU's role 
in security affairs has expanded dramatically. Major 
international tensions—like prolonged negotiations with Iran 
over that country's nuclear ambitions—along with the prospect 
of continued instability as the ‘war on terror’ continues to 
gather pace, all imply the need for such a role. So, too, does 
the absence of any other multilateral institution capable of 
coordinating the cross‐sectoral panoply of European responses 
to these challenges.

Yet it is commonly accepted that the EU has failed to exert the 
influence it could in international affairs, as evidenced by a 
note from the Presidium of the Convention on the Future of 
Europe to Convention members (Presidium 2002):

There is widespread acknowledgement amongst 
Europe's citizens of the potential benefits to be gained 
when the European Union acts collectively on the global 
stage. At the same time, there is criticism that the 
Union's international impact currently falls short of what 
might reasonably be expected given its economic weight, 
its high degree of internal integration and the resources 
collectively at its disposal.

Such shortcomings are generally felt to be most marked in the 
area of security policy. The experience of the Iraq war in 
particular proved a salutary reminder of the Union's 
limitations in this sector. In keeping with many of the debates 
about European integration, subsequent discussion focused on 
process. The Union's apparently poor performance in handling 
the greatest foreign policy challenge of the new millennium 
was attributed by most observers to its institutional 
shortcomings. Prominent amongst these was the absence of 
effective leadership.

This clamour for leadership should hardly come as a surprise. 
Of all areas of public policy, it is that of security which is most 
associated with a ‘heroic’ policy style. Yet, of all areas of EU 
competence, it is in the realm of security that  (p.132) 

leadership is most lacking. This chapter explores and explains 
this apparent paradox, arguing that the lack of leadership over 
EU security policy is not only inevitable but also not 
necessarily as dysfunctional as most analyses are wont to 
claim. It is divided into five sections. The first briefly considers 
the relationship between leadership and security policy, 
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highlighting how the latter is generally associated with strong 
notions of the former. The second outlines the lack of 
leadership inherent in EU security policy. The following 
sections discuss the problems inherent in the incoherence that 
results from the structure of EU security policy‐making and 
the clamour for leadership that has resulted. The final section 
argues that strong leadership is far from being the panacea for 
such ills.

LEADERSHIP AND SECURITY POLICY
When they think of security, most people tend to think in terms 
of its military dimension. Until relatively recently, and 
certainly during the Cold War, security meant security from 
external military aggression, and security and defence policy 
were largely synonymous. Defence policy has long been 
considered, by scholars and policy‐makers alike, as 
qualitatively different from other policy sectors. Concerned, as 
it has historically been, with the very survival of the state, it 
has not been subject to the same constitutional and political 
constraints. From the kings of old leading their troops into 
battle, to a Metternich or a Bismarck using war as a tool of 
foreign policy as they saw fit, security affairs were the realm 
of heroic policy‐making par excellence.

Such thinking has shaped the conduct of security affairs 
within even modern liberal democratic societies. As Siedentop 
(2000: 118) explains:

Liberal constitutional thought acknowledged that the 
need for speed and coherence in decision‐making over 
foreign and military affairs justified granting an unusual 
degree of independent action or power to the executive, 
freeing it from the constraints otherwise imposed by 
constitutional safeguards and publicity. This relative 
independence and secrecy of executive action in foreign 
and military affairs was allowed in the name of the 
national interest.

Moreover, politically as well as procedurally, in:

almost all democratic countries there is a widely‐held 
belief that foreign policy ought to be insulated from the 
rough‐and‐tumble of domestic debate, that bipartisan 
policies should be sought by both government and 
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opposition, that politics should stop at the water's edge; 
that continuity in foreign policy, wherever possible, 
should be ensured even when governments change. 
(Wallace 1971: 9–10)

 (p.133) Speed, continuity, and coherence are thus seen as 
crucial in a policy sector on which the very survival of the 
state might depend. Whilst other sectors might be 
characterized by doubtless worthy debates about process, this 
is an area where output matters above all else.

An interesting manifestation of the prevalence of such 
assumptions is the paucity of political science literature 
dealing with questions of security policy‐making. Foreign 
policy phenomena are, in the words of one respected scholar, 
the ‘unwanted stepchildren of political systems’ (Rosenau, 
cited in Wallace 1971: 41) with the result that, whilst in 
‘domestic affairs, the policy process is discussed frequently 
but the policies themselves are generally neglected… in 
foreign affairs the policies are described and assessed ad 
nauseam but the policy process is seldom 
investigated’ (Hayward 1983).

Partly as a consequence of such neglect, not only has the (at 
best questionable) notion of executive dominance over security 
affairs gone largely unchallenged, but normative assumptions 
concerning the desirability of such arrangements based on 
efficiency criteria have been allowed to flourish. These 
assumptions have been instrumental in shaping the negative 
assessments of the security policies of a European Union 
which, by any standards, lacks effective leadership in this 
domain.

The problem with such assessments, however, is twofold. First, 
modern conceptions of security are far messier and more all‐
encompassing than their predecessors. Careers have been 
built on endless definitions and redefinitions. Terms such as 
‘human’ or even ‘environmental’ ‘security’ have gained 
common currency. ‘Security’, in short, is now a far broader 
and more amorphous concept than it once was, and certainly 
no longer a synonym for defence.

Moreover, the Union itself has very little in the way of a 
defence capability, and has no responsibility for defence in its 
strictest sense—the defence of member‐state territories. EU 



Security Policy and the Logic of Leaderlessness

Page 5 of 23

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2018. All 
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a 
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of 
Nottingham; date: 15 January 2019

security policy is not about survival, and hence it is 
particularly inappropriate to assess it on the basis of the 
assumptions that for so long have dominated our thinking 
about security. Indeed, the potential effectiveness of the EU as 
a security actor stems from the very diversity and complexity 
of the various tools it can bring to bear in pursuit of a wider 
conception of security. The Union's foreign policy chief, Javier 
Solana, neatly summarized both the opportunities and the 
challenges that this poses in a report submitted to the Nice 
European Council

[The] capabilities [of the European Union] include trade 
policy instruments, cooperation agreements, 
development assistance and other forms of economic 
cooperation, social and environmental policies, 
humanitarian assistance… civilian and military crisis 
management capabilities, diplomatic instruments and 
cooperation in the area of Justice and Home Affairs. In 
many of these areas the Union has very considerable 
influence. It is the world's largest provider of 
development and humanitarian  (p.134) assistance and 
the biggest trading partner… The central issue for the 
Union is one of coherence in deploying the right 
combination and sequence of instruments in a timely and 
integrated manner. This demands greater coherence and 
complementarity at several levels: between the 
instruments and capabilities available within each pillar, 
between the pillars themselves, between member states 
and Community activities, and between the Union and its 
international partners in conflict prevention.

(Solana 2000)

Mindful, therefore, of the disjuncture between what observers 
tend to assume and what the Union itself can do, it is time to 
turn to an assessment of the leadership exercised over its 
security policies.

THE EU'S LEADERLESS SECURITY POLICY
Whatever the conceptual issues, one fact is inescapable. The 
European Union lacks leadership when it comes to security 
policy. Responsibilities are shared and overlapping between 
different institutions, organizations, and levels of government, 
with none in a position to control or lead the others. A brief 
overview of existing structures should serve to illustrate the 
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chronic lack of hierarchy, and hence leadership, that 
characterizes current arrangements both within and between 
these structures.
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Security and the EU Institutions

Perhaps the most obvious indication of the lack of clear 
leadership over EU security policy is its distribution amongst 
several institutions. Security policy cuts across the Union's 
pillared structure, generating the need for effective 
coordination between the various institutions. Those elements 
of security policy that fall within the first pillar—notably the 
use of economic instruments or international agreements—
come under the traditional community method, which has the 
benefit of being relatively clearly defined. In contrast, 
decision‐making under the second—Common Foreign and 
Security Policy (CFSP)—pillar is characterized by an 
intergovernmental mode of decision‐making, although the 
Commission has a right to attend all meetings and (article 
22(1) TEU) can ‘refer to the Council any question’ relating to 
CFSP. Moreover, in terms of external representation, both the 
Council—via the High Representative for foreign policy and 
the presidency—and the Commission—the commissioner for 
external affairs and the president—have roles to play.

 (p.135) Perhaps inevitably, the fact that both institutions are 
involved in security policy, along with a lack of clarity as to 
who is in ultimate control, has led to at least implicit tensions 
between them. It has become commonplace to attribute the 
lack of open conflict between Chris Patten, commissioner for 
external relations under the Prodi Commission, and Javier 
Solana, High Representative for foreign policy, to the quasi‐
saintly collaborative impulse each brought to his post. As a 
consequence, open rivalry was averted and informal 
understandings arrived at on subjects as momentous as the 
speaking order when representatives of the two institutions 
shared the platform at press conferences. Yet tensions—both 
implicit and explicit—were bound to emerge in a situation so 
chronically lacking in organizational clarity. One observer 
speaks of ‘intense competition between the Council and the 
Commission for control of the policy ‘spaces’ within the 
existing security framework’ (Deighton 2002: 729).

Ambiguity in inter‐institutional relations has merely been 
heightened as a consequence of the development of an 
administrative infrastructure to deal with the European 
Security and Defence Policy (ESDP), launched by France and 
the UK at the Saint Malo summit of December 1998. Of most 
relevance here was the steady development of the role of the 
Council Secretariat. The creation of ESDP has led to an 
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expansion in the size of the Council bureaucracy charged with 
a role in security affairs. Inevitably, this has generated the 
potential for tension with the Commission, given the 
ambiguities inherent in the treaty base:

Whereas in the legislative process and in the treaty 
reform process Commission and Council Secretariat have 
distinct responsibilities which lend themselves to 
informal cooperation and division of labour 
arrangements, the situation is rather different in the 
area of external relations. Here there is much greater 
propensity for the two institutions to develop a 
competitive approach given the overlap in 
responsibilities… The treaty provides no clear division of 
competences…. Certainly, sensitivities and suspicions are 
detectable on either side. In the Council Secretariat, 
there is a perception that the Commission is defensive 
about the potential loss of influence in external relations 
as the Council Secretariat builds up its institutional 
strength in this respect. On the Commission's side, 
concerns are being voiced about the dangers of 
duplication of tasks and expertise. (Christiansen 2001: 
762)

The author in fact (ibid. 762–6) goes on to paint a relatively 
rosy picture of the state of relations between the Commission 
and Council Secretariat. Yet Commission officials nevertheless 
have expressed frustration at, for instance, their 
marginalization from the process of drafting the 2003 EU 
Security strategy (interviews, Brussels, December 2003). 
Moreover certain member states have been unabashed in their 
efforts to use ESDP as an alibi for  (p.136) 

intergovernmentalizing certain areas previously handled by 
the Commission—as the French attempted to do with mine 
clearance operations during their presidency in the second 
half of 2000. Moreover, the creation of administrative capacity 
in the Council has clearly had the effect of duplicating pre‐
existing resources, thus while a director for the Balkans exists 
in the Commission, a Balkans specialist has also been 
appointed to the policy unit in the Council Secretariat.

At the political level, no such ambiguities exist. ESDP is the 
preserve of the member states in the Council. Yet this has 
hardly made for effectiveness, for the simple reason that the 
member states themselves are profoundly divided. There is 
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widespread disagreement concerning the appropriate 
objectives of the EU's security policies. Should the Union be 
equipped to participate in the war against terrorism? Should it 
be able to intervene globally or merely in its own near abroad? 
What kinds of missions should it carry out—peacekeeping or 
more ambitious peace enforcement tasks? What form should 
the relationship between the EU and NATO take? Once again, 
an absence of hierarchy has proved problematic in that 
consensus‐based decision‐making structures are far from 
effective in the presence of such marked disagreements.

Indeed, more generally, competition between institutions has 
been nicely complemented by rivalries and tensions within 
them. Four commissioners in the Prodi Commission were 
charged with different aspects of EU external policy: 
enlargement, development, trade, and external relations and 
European Neighbourhood Policy. Because of the collegiate 
nature of the College, there was no formal order of seniority 
between them. Each enjoyed autonomy and had to submit 
policy initiatives to the college for approval by simple majority 
vote. Inevitably, this division of the external relations portfolio 
has implications for the coherence of policy. Similarly, an 
absence of hierarchy between different Council formations, 
especially in an area as broad and cross‐sectoral as security, 
has spawned rivalries. Thus, tensions erupted between 
ECOFIN and the General Affairs Council over their respective 
stances towards Western Balkans during the Kosovo conflict.

Problems, moreover, run deeper than the political level. Once 
again, many of the tensions within the system have stemmed 
from the development of ESDP. The Nice Treaty (article 25 
TEU), replaced the Political Committee, comprised of national 
political directors with a Political and Security Committee.1

Tensions were apparent between the two groups of officials 
from an early stage as the political directors opposed the 
involvement of the interim PSC in the Nice Treaty 
negotiations.2

The creation of new institutions almost inevitably fosters 
resentments and rivalries with pre‐existing ones. The role of 
the PSC is to ‘monitor the international situation in the areas 
covered by the common foreign and security  (p.137) policy 
and contribute to the definition of policies by delivering 
opinions to the Council at the request of the Council or on its 
own initiative’. At the same time, however, the Treaty 
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stipulates that these tasks should be carried out ‘ [w]ifhout 
prejudice to Article 207 of the Treaty establishing the 
European Community’, which itself refers to COREPER as 
‘responsible for preparing the work of the Council and for 
carrying out tasks assigned to it by the Council’. An obvious 
ambiguity, therefore, relates to the relationship between 
COREPER 2 and the PSC. Tradition, coupled with the Council's 
own guide for chairs of CFSP working groups, stipulate that 
COREPER does not tamper with the ‘substance of PSC 
recommendations, except where necessary to ensure their 
coherence between first and second pillar aspects of a single 
dossier’ (Duke 2005: 13). Yet one can only wonder, given the 
need to coordinate first‐pillar elements of security policy with 
ESDP, how long this truce can and will last.

An absence of clear lines of authority extends right down the 
Council hierarchy in matters of security policy. Within the 
Council secretariat itself, internecine rivalries and tensions are 
prevalent. To take but one example, it is hardly surprising that 
the High Representative's Policy Unit—created at least in part 
to circumvent the CFSP directorate of the secretariat general 
and act as almost a personal think‐tank for Javier Solana—
should provoke a degree of hostility and rivalry within DG‐E 
(interviews, Brussels, December 2003).

Of course the Council is also afflicted by disputes concerning 
leadership at its summit. The inconsistency generated by the 
rotating presidency has been the subject of much lamentation 
(see Chapter 14, below). So, too, has the lack of any hierarchy 
between legally sovereign and equal member states. Most 
obviously, the larger member states—particularly the so‐called 
‘Big 3’ of the UK, France, and Germany—regularly claim that 
their size should provide them with a leadership role in 
security matters. To date, this has had the effect merely of 
provoking irritation. After a meeting of foreign ministers in 
Brussels in early December 2003, small countries reacted 
angrily to the reluctance of Berlin, London, and Paris to spell 
out their position on the possible inclusion of a mutual 
solidarity clause in the constitutional treaty. The Finnish 
foreign minister was heard to remark afterwards that it was as 
if the French, Germans, and British did not want to talk to the 
peasantry (interview, Brussels, December 2003).
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Finally, for the EU to be effective in the security sphere, it 
must also work with other institutions. This is particularly true 
of NATO, as it is anticipated that many if not most ESDP 
missions would be of a ‘Berlin Plus’ kind—carried out by 
Europeans but using NATO procedures and possibly assets. As 
ESDP developed, it therefore became necessary to take steps 
to ensure effective cooperation between the two institutions. 
On 19 September 2000, the first meeting between the interim 
PSC and NATO's North Atlantic Council occurred. It  (p.138) 

was not long, however, before different member‐state attitudes 
towards the relationship between NATO and the EU, and the 
absence of any effective mechanism for either defining a 
single EU position or imposing a degree of order on 
proceedings, soon had a negative impact on negotiations. 
Discussions in the series of working groups created to hammer 
out the modalities of cooperation were almost farcical in 
nature. Thus, whilst the US and pro‐NATO EU member states 
favoured meetings at twenty‐three (fifteen EU member states 
plus eight non‐EU NATO member states), with two 
representatives for each member state, France insisted that 
they take place at fifteen and nineteen (so that members of 
NATO and the EU were represented by two people), with the 
two sides sitting opposite each other across a table. In 
addition, whilst most members wanted the meetings to be 
jointly chaired by the presidency and secretary general's 
office, Paris insisted that the two institutions be seated at 
opposite ends of the table, to underline the separateness of 
NATO and the EU.3

Pathologies of Leaderlessness

None of the above would matter were it not for the fact that 
such internecine wrangles and rivalries often translate into 
practical impacts on the EU's effectiveness as a security actor. 
In some instances, these are largely reputational, as with the 
farcical Downing Street dinner when what was intended as a 
small gathering of large member states expanded rapidly as, 
initially uninvited, the prime ministers of Belgium (in the 
Council presidency), Italy, Spain, the Netherlands, as well as 
High Representative Solana, forced their way to the table. 
(The Economist, 10 November). Such occurrences serve 
merely to undermine the image of the Union and call into 
question its credibility as an effective actor. Even farce, 
however, can have serious consequences. It is little wonder, for 
instance, that the initial outcome of the negotiations between 
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NATO and the EU referred to above and contained in the 
December 2000 Nice Summit Presidency Conclusions, was 
described by one observer as: ‘littered with ifs and buts and 
apparent contradictions’, to the point where it ‘does little to 
clarify the EU's new defence role (Guardian, 27 February 
2001).

The obsession with institutional design and with decision‐
making processes that is such a feature of the Union in 
general, and has characterized the development of security 
policy in particular, has led to a curious inversion of priorities. 
Much of the development of the Union's security role is 
explicable in terms of a desire to secure certain institutional as 
opposed to substantive policy outcomes. The French attempt, 
discussed above, to shift responsibility for mine clearance 
activities from the Commission to the Council had nothing  (p.
139) to do with policy effectiveness. The Commission has 
been remarkably active in this area. It devoted 30 million 
Euros to mine clearance in 2000 (Allen and Smith 2000: 103), 
making the EU the largest donor in the world in this area, in 
addition to being one of the strongest promoters of the Ottawa 
convention. The danger is clearly that a focus on institutions 
can serve to undermine what are otherwise relatively 
successful policies.

More specifically, certain sub‐optimal policy outcomes can be 
attributed directly to elements of the EU's institutional 
structure. A case in point is the presidency. Individual 
presidencies tend to try to impose their own pet projects on 
the Union as a whole. Thus we have witnessed the Finns 
promoting a ‘northern dimension’, Belgium stressing the 
African Great Lakes area and Spain promoting the Euro‐Med 
partnership and relations with Latin America (Pernice and 
Thym 2002: 393). More insidiously, during the Italian 
presidency of 2003, the close relations between Silvio 
Berlusconi and Russian president Vladimir Putin meant that 
the communiqué produced by the Russia‐EU summit of 
November that year made no criticism of Russia's abysmal 
human rights record in Chechnya or its refusal to sign up to 
the Kyoto protocol (Financial Times, 4 December 2003).4

The danger of inconsistency and incoherence is further 
heightened in the absence of any form of clear leadership. 
Mention has been made of the tensions between the GAC and 
ECOFIN during the Kosovo crisis. Meanwhile, even once 
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agreed between the member states, sanctions against 
Zimbabwe—in the form of travel restrictions on the regime's 
leaders—could only be applied in the late spring of 2003, once 
France had welcomed Mugabe at a meeting of African Heads 
of State.

Tensions within institutions can have a similar effect. A case in 
point was the EU's security strategy, finally published in 
December 2003. The document had been through several 
iterations, with a first draft circulated to member states at 
their Rhodes summit in May. This version had adopted a 
markedly tougher tone than many had anticipated, with 
reference to the role of preemption in the preservation of 
security. However, several months of furious bargaining within 
the Council machinery, as well as between member states only 
too happy to use their seconded national experts within the 
Council to push their own preferences, resulted in the final 
version referring only to preventive engagement—a far weaker 
and woollier concept (Financial Times, 4 December 2003). The 
fact both drafts were published, however, did little to enhance 
faith in the consistency or credibility of the Union.

Finally, inchoate structures have made for confusion in the 
implementation of policy. EU activities in the Balkans are a 
case in point. Macedonia alone was host to a bewildering 
variety of EU actors operating under separate lines of 
command. The EU Special Representative was, to an extent, a 

primus inter  (p.140) pares, answering directly to the High 
Representative for foreign policy. Operating alongside him, 
however, and each with their own chain of command, were the 
Commission delegation, an independent reconstruction 
agency, operating out of Thessalonica,5 the EU Military 
Mission operating under its own chain of command via the UN 
head of mission in Sarajevo and, finally, operation Concordia—
an EU operation drawing on NATO assets via D‐SACEUR. 
Little wonder that Romano Prodi pointed to the danger of EU 
efforts getting ‘buried in a complex web of competing 
structures’ (Allen and Smith 2000: 111).

Perhaps most damagingly, interstate divisions over ESDP, 
absent any institutional mechanism for their resolution, 
threatens to undermine its effectiveness. The only stipulations 
concerning its scope can be found in the Amsterdam text (17 
(2) of Treaty on European Union), which lists the so‐called 
Petersburg tasks: ‘humanitarian and rescue tasks, 
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peacekeeping tasks and tasks of combat forces in crisis 
management, including peacemaking’. The range of potential 
missions this includes could cover everything from Kosovo to a 
minor peace‐keeping deployment.

Here, a fundamental difference between defence and other 
policy sectors is crucial. Ambiguity has arguably been a 
defining characteriztic of many of the key policy developments 
in the history of European integration. The Single Market and 
EMU were both, throughout their inception and early 
implementation, characterized by a lack of clarity about their 
ultimate nature. Unfortunately, the cultivated ambiguity that 
has worked so effectively in the economic realm has 
profoundly negative consequences when it comes to security 
matters. Particularly in areas such as defence policy, a clear 
definition of ends is crucial in order to create appropriate 
policy instruments. One's choice of appropriate military 
structures and hardware depends fundamentally on one's view 
of what they are for. A tank is of limited utility for fighting in 
the Afghan foothills. Moreover, deployment of certain kinds of 
defence hardware imply a lead time of ten to fifteen years. 
Political decisions about what the ESDP is for can therefore 
not be put off or fudged. All of which serves to underline the 
fact that, absent mechanisms to overcome them, continued 
cross‐cutting cleavages between the member states will 
impede the effectiveness of a crucial aspect of the EU's 
security policies.

THE CLAMOUR FOR LEADERSHIP



Security Policy and the Logic of Leaderlessness

Page 15 of 23

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2018. All 
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a 
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of 
Nottingham; date: 15 January 2019

It should come as little surprise, given the incoherence and 
inconsistency that can result from the lack of formal hierarchy 
within and between the institutions, that the clamour for 
effective leadership has become steadily more  (p.141) 

intense, culminating in debates within and around the 
Convention on the Future of Europe. Particular hostility was 
focused on the six monthly rotating presidency of the Union, 
for reasons enumerated by Tony Blair in a speech in Cardiff in 
November 2002: ‘The system has reached its limits. It creates 
for Europe a weakness of continuity in leadership: a fatal 
handicap in the development of an effective Common Foreign 
and Security Policy. What's worse, each Presidency sees itself 
as setting its own distinctive agenda for the Union’ (Blair 

2002). His European Affairs Minister, Peter Hain, had made a 
similar point when outlining British plans for a permanent 
chair of the European Council to replace the Presidency: ‘The 
aim is to give Europe a high‐profile political leader, who would 
serve as the EU's face in international affairs and take a key 
role in developing defence and foreign policies’ (Financial 
Times, 16 May 2002). Nor was it only the larger member 
states who called for reform. Javier Solana, in a ‘contribution’ 
to the Nice European Council, stressed the need to make the 
PSC central to both civilian and military crisis management, 
calling—in fact if not in name—for it to assume a leadership 
role in the emergent ESDP (Missiroli 2001: 188). Others were 
quick to suggest that more effective leadership by the bigger 
member states was the most effective way to enhance the 
Union's international role (Keukeleire 2001), whilst 
representatives of the supranational institutions offered 
alternative solutions. Romano Prodi, in a speech to the 
European Parliament in Strasbourg on 3 October 2001, called 
for the integration of the functions of the High Representative 
for foreign policy into Commission.

Given the problems outlined in the previous sections, it is 
hardly surprising that numerous reform proposals have been 
put forward. Given prevalent assumptions about security, it is 
not unexpected that these have tended to focus on the need 
for effective leadership. As we go on to argue, however, such 
analyses are based on a fundamental misunderstanding of the 
nature of the Union.

The Logic of Leaderlessness
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Whilst one can appreciate the reasons for the kinds of 
proposals being put forward, many of them simply fail to 
recognize the limits imposed by the nature of the EU system. 
The most striking illustration of this is the fact that most 
analyses of the current shortcomings of the Union tend—often 
implicitly—to be based on inappropriate comparisons with 
other institutions. Much of the critical comment on the Union's 
role—or lack of it—during the Iraq crisis, for instance, 
compared its performance unfavourably with those of the 
member states or the United States.

 (p.142) The nation state, however, is neither an apposite, nor 
a helpful comparator. Structurally, the EU is made up of 
sovereign states, each with its own foreign and security 
policies. Moreover, unlike national federal systems such as the 
United States, the ultimate basis of political authority and 
legitimacy in this multi‐tiered system of governance are the 
parts, not the centre. This serves to place profound limits on 
the scope for an EU security policy, and spawns a tension 
between, on the one hand, the desire increasingly shared by 
member states for the EU to be more effective, and, on the 
other, the fundamental problems involved in achieving greater 
coherence when the centre is—at their behest—so weak.

This tension was underlined in the self‐contradictory call by 
British prime minister Tony Blair for the Union to develop into 
a 'superpower, not a superstate’. The rapid deployment of 
power in international affairs requires precisely the kind of 
centralized decision‐making apparatus that the EU so patently 
lacks. As an ‘introductory note’ prepared by the Convention's 
secretariat put it: ‘the traditional business of the EU has been 
largely in legislative fields, where speed has not been a 
particularly important factor. The development of Common 
Foreign and Security Policy has begun to introduce more of a 
culture of quick reaction… but reacting to crises in real time 
with the deployment of concrete instruments remains a 
challenge’ (European Voice, 21 November 2002).

Such power exists in the United States—in stark contrast to 
the ‘federalist pause’ required for coordination between levels 
of government which characterizes responses even to 
disasters such as Hurricane Katrina. Yet there is little if any 
support for the notion that power over security affairs should 
be centralized in Brussels. As former commissioner Chris 
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Patten acknowledged, ‘foreign policy remains primarily a 
matter for democratically elected member‐state 
governments’ (cited in Missiroli 2001: 177).

The absence of a decision‐making structure appropriate for 
security tasks requiring rapid and highly coordinated 
responses is especially problematic in the realm of defence 
policy. This is true even when it comes to medium‐sized 
military missions. These require a degree of centralization of 
command. The Union is not institutionally configured in such a 
way as to be able to perform this role. Here again, misplaced 
analogies have served to blur the picture. The institutional 
structures created for ESDP are strikingly similar to those of 
NATO. Thus the PSC is the broad equivalent of the North 
Atlantic Council, whilst the Military Committee serves the 
functions carried out in NATO by SHAPE. Yet NATO is very 
different in both form and function to the EU. As an institution 
primarily designed to ensure the territorial security of Western 
Europe, its institutions were formed with a view to ensuring 
that national capitals lost freedom of decision in the event of 
an attack, by depriving them  (p.143) of autonomy in the 
event of a Central European conflict. The obsession with 
process that characterizes the Union stands in stark contrast 
to this outcome‐orientated system.

Moreover, and again unlike NATO, the Union adopts a broad 
conception of security. There is, therefore, a need to 
coordinate its various aspects. A NATO‐style institutional 
structure, in which the institutions dealing with defence are 
clearly separated from those dealing with other aspects of 
security, is hardly optimal. Given the nature of EU security 
policy, it would have been preferable to create structures 
which integrated all aspects of security—both military and 
non‐military—in order to ensure adequate coordination 
between them.

The Union, therefore, is neither a state nor a military 
organization. Its structural weakness means that member 
states will continue to retain primacy when it comes to major 
foreign and security policy issues. It has become fashionable 
to bemoan this situation. Indeed, prominent critics such as the 
American Robert Kagan (2003) have somewhat disingenuously 
intimated that the relative military weakness of the EU is 
symptomatic of a broader European malaise. This is simply not 
the case. The absence of a significant EU military capacity is 
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not the same as the absence of European capacity. Whilst 
several member states retain significant military capabilities, 
the role of the Union in security matters is to complement, 
rather than duplicate, these capacities.

Seen in this light, and with an appreciation of the structurally 
imposed limits on security policy ambitions, the issue of 
leadership takes on a different complexion. If the Union is to 
focus on those less military aspects of security that its 
structure would seem to make it capable of carrying out, 
hierarchy and impositional leadership become less of a 
problem. A fledgling military capacity serves to reinforce the 
broader security capabilities of the Union, enabling it to 
intervene in conflict situations that otherwise would be beyond 
its scope. The Union can thus be viewed as complementing not 
only its member states but also NATO, which, whilst rather 
well adapted to war fighting, ‘lacks a peace agenda’ (interview, 
Brussels, January 2005). Thus, in December 2000, NATO 
secretary general Lord Robertson wrote to Javier Solana 
asking for EU help in policing the Kosovo/Former Republic of 
Yugoslavia border because of the problems the NATO force 
was experiencing in carrying out such non‐military tasks.

CONCLUSIONS
Humdrum rather than heroic is the adjective that best 
captures the nature of leadership—in so far as leadership 
exists—in security policy. A variety of  (p.144) actors, without 
clear hierarchy between them, participate in defining EU 
policy. Moreover, according to the analysis of Judge and 
Earnshaw (Chapter 13, below) the ambitions of the European 
Parliament in this sector imply greater rather than less 
complexity in future.

To some extent, as Dimitrakopoulos makes clear in Chapter 15, 
leaderless‐ness is inherent in any system of collective 
leadership, in that the need for compromise militates against 
‘precision, uniformity, clarity and promptness’. Yet 
leaderlessness appears all the more problematic in a sector 
traditionally associated with decisive and heroic leadership. 
This, it has been argued, is largely a question of perspective. 
Because many analyses of the Union's security role are based 
on misplaced comparisons with the nation state or security 
institutions such as NATO, they fail to take into account its 
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specific structural features that preclude effective, unitary 
leadership.

If these features are taken into account, it becomes clear that 
many of the most ambitious schemes for EU security policy are 
simply unrealistic. Leaving to one side the inordinate 
ambitions for the Union to develop into some kind of larger‐
scale equivalent of the member states, coordination rather 
than leadership becomes the key ingredient for effectiveness. 
The Community system enshrines a state of mutual 
dependence between the Commission and the Council, which 
is mirrored in the security field. Whilst the Council enjoys 
political authority stemming from the member states, the 
Commission controls virtually all the Union's foreign policy 
resources. Thus whereas Solaria's Policy Unit has a staff of 
fewer than forty, the Commission (if its external delegations 
are included), employs some 7,000–8,000 staff in security‐
related roles. Similarly, the CFSP budget accounts for only 0.5 
percent of the overall EU external relations budget—and most 
of this is devoted to administration.

Rather than investing resources in attempting to make the 
Union resemble traditional models of a security actor, member 
states would be better advised to ensure the presence of 
institutional mechanisms to ensure effective coordination 
between the Council and Commission on security matters. 
Certainly, as Hayward and Wright (2002) have illustrated, 
coordination is hugely problematic from a leadership point of 
view, not least because of an absence of factors including time, 
political will, and information. Nevertheless, the creation of 
structures and procedures aimed at institutionalizing 
consultation, coordination, and information sharing between 
the two key EU institutions—at all levels—would certainly 
represent a useful first step in attempting to enhance the 
effectiveness of what is, by necessity, a highly fragmented 
system. Within the individual institutions, a greater degree of 
hierarchy could conceivably help address leadership problems
—whether this be between commissioners, or Council 
formations, or within the Council secretariat itself.

 (p.145) Whilst not an institution primarily designed to take 
security policy decisions, the European Union has, during its 
relatively short lifetime, come to play an increasingly 
prominent role in the security field. Yet shared and 
overlapping institutional competences are part of the very 
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nature of what remains a unique and sophisticated 
international organization. Rather than wishing these away, it 
is by designing mechanisms to minimize the extent of any 
incoherence resulting from them that the Union can be made 
to function effectively.

NOTES

The author would like to thank participants at the workshop in 
Hull at which thepapers in this volume were originally 
discussed, and particularly the editor forhelpful comments on 
this chapter.

(1.) PSC, more commonly known by the acronym of its French 
title, COPS, is made up of either ambassadors or political 
directors.

(2.) All this touches on a fascinating issue which, however is 
beyond the scope of this chapter—the coordination of security 
policy matters within national capitals.

(3.) Lest this spawn nostalgia, it should be remembered that 
the joint exercise of June 1998 between EU and WEU to test 
provisions of the Amsterdam Treaty identified twenty‐five 
procedural steps necessary to trigger management of an 
international crisis. Up to forty‐five would have been 
necessary if NATO assets were to be used (WEU CM (*) 39, 
Modus Operandi of Article J.4.2/Article 17.3 and Flow Chart 
(13 November 1998).

(4.) Though note that Adriaan Schout (Chapter 14, below) is 
less convinced of the inconsistencies in foreign policy resulting 
from rotation.

(5.) That the European Agency for the Reconstruction of 
Kosovo is based in Thessa‐lonica is itself a stark reminder of 
the intergovernmental deals that constitute the heart of EU 
politics.
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