
 

EU-NATO coordination slowed down at the end of 
the second decade of the new millennium. However, 
strategic cooperation which was at the centre of the 
debates particularly in the 1990s is discussed again. 
Both entities can build on their know-how and 
experience especially in combating hybrid threats. 
However, their potential goes beyond this particular 
sphere. 

At first sight, cooperation between the European 
Union and the North Atlantic Alliance may seem like 
a matter of course. In addition to shared values, most 
EU members are also members of NATO. However, 
progress in coordination has not always been stable, 
in some years, it was missing completely. Recently, in 
particular in the light of the increase in European 
security ambitions, both sides see major added 
values. 

 

BACKROUND 

Although the EU and NATO are increasingly talking 
about closer cooperation, the fact is that the nature 
of the two communities is different. NATO is a 
military and political alliance responsible for 
organizing collective territorial defence of its 
members. The European Union is a non-military 
organization and uses the armed forces of its Member 
States (under Article 43 (1) of the TEU) only for 
operations outside its territory. In addition, the 
mentioned article of the EU Treaty, known as the 
Petersberg Tasks, covers only humanitarian search 
and rescue missions, peacekeeping and crisis 
management tasks, which also include peace 
enforcement and environmental protection. 

The EU-NATO partnership is therefore rather based 
on a shared history. Furthermore, both entities are 
committed to upholding the values of democracy, 
freedom, respect for human rights and the rule of 
law, as well as to a rule-based international order. 

NATO-EU relations became institutionalized at the 
beginning of the 21st century. They followed up on the 

steps taken in the 1990s to strengthen European 
defence accountability between the Alliance and the 
Western European Union. These reminded in many 
ways the present-day initiatives, in which the 
European bloc sought to balance the roles between 
Europe and North America within the Alliance. 

Institutional cooperation was framed in particular by 
the Joint Declaration of Warsaw in 2016, when both 
organizations also identified the first 42 of today's 74 
joint measures to promote cooperation. 

Several factors have recently brought the new wind 
in the sails of the partnership. At the right time, 
interest coincided on both sides of the Atlantic. While 
the United States was turning its attention away from 
international partnerships under President Donald 
Trump, the EU became more aware of its security 
depending on Washington. This spurred the openness 
of several European countries led by France and 
Germany to activate European defence cooperation. 
However, by the time the EU realized how costly and 
technologically challenging it will be to take 
responsibility, the White House administration had 
changed. 

President Joe Biden expressed a clear intention to 
work with the EU and NATO partners across all areas 
right at the beginning of his term. Also, this fact 
eventually nudged many sceptics of European 
defence autonomy and committed Transatlantists to 
intensified discussions on the EU-Alliance 
cooperation. 

"Strengthening the NATO-EU cooperation" was 
recommended by a group of experts preparing the 
2030 Agenda for NATO Secretary General. This was an 
overview of the main areas on which the Alliance 
must focus in the coming decade. At the same time, 
the forthcoming Strategic Concept, which is NATO's 
most fundamental strategic plan, will be based on the 
2030 Agenda. 

The European Commission has also been active. In 
addition, it places specific emphasis on cooperation 
with the United States. At the end of 2020, 



 

Commission Vice-President and EU High 
Representative Josep Borrell made concrete 
proposals to strengthen the EU-US security and 
defence dialogue. At that specific time, NATO 
Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg attended the 
meeting of the EU College of Commissioners for the 
first time, for which even the European Parliament 
has expressed its appreciation. Josep Borrell also 
attends Alliance ministers meeting twice a year. 

Within this context, the European Parliament 
recommends "launching a debate on the 
establishment of a permanent EU Council of Defence 
Ministers, which should work closely with NATO 
Defence Ministers' meetings". It also encourages 
more joint informal meetings as well as joint 
statements and announcements by key 
representatives of the EU and NATO institutions. It 
even calls on the EU and NATO to organize "regular 
and more ambitious joint exercises" and to "exchange 
of non-classified and classified information". 

Most recently, "emphasis on EU-NATO cooperation" 
also appeared in the final communiqué of the NATO 
summit held on 14 June 2021. And it seems that 
similar activities and coordination will be only 
increasing. 

 

TYPES OF TECHNICAL COOPERATION 

Since 2016, both the EU and NATO have gradually 
defined up to 74 concrete measures to strengthen 
their cooperation. The first measures focused on 
coordination in responding to hybrid and cyber 
threats. Better cooperation on defence planning was 
to be established ensuring compatibility of processes. 
Parallel or coordinated exercises, as well as ongoing 
missions, should be also improved. 

In 2017, other activities were added, including better 
military mobility in Europe, the exchange of 
information in the fight against terrorism, but also the 
promotion of the role of women in peace and 
security. 

The first joint threat analysis, which took place in 
November 2020, was of significant importance, 
especially in the effort to strategically expand 
cooperation. This was the reason why it was highly 
valued in the security community but also in the 
European institutions. However, it is expected that in 
addition to analyses, the EU and NATO could continue 
with joint threat assessment agreements in the 
future. 

Among the declared threats to which both entities 
pay the most attention together cyber and hybrid 
attacks stand out. The clarification from the most 
recent NATO summit has recently brought great 
added value in this field: According to the summit, the 
well-known Article 5 stating that an attack on one 
member means an attack on the entire Alliance can 
also be applied in a hybrid war scenario. 

Experts regard the cooperation on hybrid topics to 
have a good set-up. Of the 74 EU and NATO activities, 
up to 20 concern particular this area. The European 
Centre of Excellence for Combating Hybrid Threats 
and the Computer Emergency Response Team in the 
European Institutions, Bodies and Agencies (CERT-EU) 
is effectively coordinating with the NATO Computer 
Incident Response Capability (NCIRC). 

The area of cyber threats is more problematic so far. 
The EU Cyber Security Agency (ENISA) acts within the 
European Union. On the other hand, NATO operates 
its own Centre of Excellence for Cyber Defence 
Cooperation. It is exactly cooperation and better 
coordination between the two agencies that are seen 
as important with regards to Euro-Atlantic response 
to the growing number of cyberattacks but also to 
their "creativity". However, there is still a lack of 
guidance on how to find the perpetrators and 
culprits, but also on how to generate a coordinated 
and, above all, rapid response. The European 
Parliament is therefore proposing the founding of a 
Joint Cyber Threats Information Hub or a joint EU-
NATO Task Force on Cyber Security. 



 

Nowadays, operational coordination of both 
organizations is also significant, especially in 
maritime activities. Coordination in the 
Mediterranean is most visible in this respect. SHADE 
MED (Shared Awareness and De-Confliction in the 
Mediterranean) is a platform where the EU and NATO 
share experience and information about the region. 

The area of technological and industrial partnership 
is covered by the Transatlantic Defence, 
Technological and Industrial Cooperation (TADIC). 
Under this initiative, NATO together with the 
European Defence Agency (EDA) intend to facilitate 
transatlantic technological and industrial 
development. However, the initiative also suffers 
from shortcomings. Certain areas where many see 
potential for closer interconnection are still waiting to 
be addressed include security of supply, joint 
approach to intellectual property rights, foreign 
direct investment, or reciprocal access to defence 
equipment markets. 

 Reciprocity in particular is a topic that is a matter of 
concern for non-EU members of the Alliance in the 
context of expanding European efforts for strategic 
autonomy. So far, it has been questionable whether 
they will be given the opportunity to participate in 
the European PESCO projects, in which the Union is 
developing new capabilities and technologies. The 
bloc finally decided that third-country access would 
be possible under specific circumstances. However, it 
still remains granted under "exceptional 
circumstances" and only "in the EU's strategic 
interest", despite the fact that most of the 60 PESCO 
projects today are in line with NATO's defence 
planning priorities. The first concrete example was 
the decision of the Council from May 2021, which 
allowed the Netherlands, the coordinator of a military 
mobility project to invite the United States, Canada 
and Norway to participate in the project upon the 
countries’ own requests. 

EU and NATO staffs also continue their dialogue on 
advancing of research and development. For 
example, they place particular emphasis on the 

access of small and medium-sized enterprises to the 
defence supply chain and innovation. In connection 
with the rapid development of technologies that are 
also penetrating into the defence industry, the 
importance of space is likewise growing. However, 
NATO is working on this area a little more intensively, 
mainly thanks to the activities of the United States, 
which are among the global leaders in this field. The 
EU also runs programs such as Galileo, Copernicus or 
the EU Satellite Centre but so far, it excels 
predominantly in the civilian dimension. However, 
the European Union in particular encourages both 
parties to be leaders, especially in their efforts to limit 
armaments in outer space. 

The EU-US security and defence dialogue represents 
a separate chapter At the Brussels-Washington 
Summit on 15 June 2021, both sides discussed the 
contribution which EU security and defence initiatives 
can bring to both European and transatlantic security. 
The declared intention was even to launch a special 
dialogue covering defence issues, including the 
presence of US security forces in Europe. Another 
ambition is also to conclude an administrative 
agreement between the United States and the 
European Defence Agency. 

 

REGIONAL COOPERATION 

Besides the specific areas and cross-cutting themes, 
where EU-NATO cooperation is already under way, 
both entities have shared interests in different 
regions of the world. The immediate neighbourhood 
in particular is crucial for EU while NATO, on the other 
hand, also keeps its eyes on other world powers as 
well. 

The EU-NATO cooperation in the Western Balkans is 
important and relatively dynamic. Specifically, there 
is ongoing coordination between the EU Rule of Law 
Mission in Kosovo (EULEX) and the KFOR 
peacekeeping force. The interconnection of the 
EUFOR Althea operation in Bosnia and Herzegovina is 
also functional as its operational headquarters is even 



 

located at the Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers 
Europe (SHAPE),. Indeed, EUFOR Althea took over the 
operations in Bosnia and Herzegovina from NATO's 
Stabilization Force (SFOR) in 2004. 

The accession of Albania, Montenegro and Northern 
Macedonia to NATO represents an important factor 
that helps both entities in the Western Balkans. This 
fact also has a major impact on the countries’ 
progress on their path to integration into the EU. 

The possibility to combine forces in the Southern 
Neighbourhood also offers some potential. 
Operations in the Mediterranean were also building 
on the positive experience of the NATO's Ocean 
Shield operation and the EU’s Atalanta naval forces, 
which coordinated their actions in combatting piracy 
and ensuring safe passage in the Gulf of Aden. 
However, the coordination of NATO Operation Sea 
Guardian with EU’s Operation Sophia, which was 
replaced by Operation IRINI, still needs to cope with 
several challenges after implementing certain 
changes. 

Specifically, EU-NATO cooperation plays an important 
role after Brexit. The Alliance remains a unique 
platform for defence cooperation between the EU 
and its former member state, the United Kingdom. 

Direct coordination of actions against major powers 
such as Russia and China is not yet in progress, still, 
activities on both sides have been much the same 
especially in the recent. Both Moscow and Beijing 
have a prominent position in the forthcoming EU and 
NATO strategy papers. For example, experts see 
potential in a strategic dialogue aimed at developing 
a common and coordinated approach to both 
powers. So far, EU and NATO failed to apply this 
measure. 

Although they have favourable experience with good 
coordination in Afghanistan as well, NATO and the EU 
are now looking rather individually how to deal again 
with the situation that prevailed in the country after 
the departure of Allied troops. The International 
Security Assistance Force (ISAF) under NATO 

leadership, which was replaced by the Alliance's 
Resolute Support Mission actively cooperated with 
the European Union Police Mission in Afghanistan 
(EUPOL) to support rule of law which operated in 
Afghanistan from June 2007 to December 2016. 
EUPOL advisers worked mainly on the reform of the 
Ministry of the Interior, development of civilian police 
force and judicial reform. The EU has also helped to 
finance civilian projects in NATO-managed provincial 
reconstruction teams, which were always led by one 
of the EU Member States. 

EU-NATO cooperation in Iraq is similar in its nature. 
While the EU is focusing on the development of the 
civilian security sector through its European Union 
Advisory Mission (EUAM), the Alliance is helping to 
build the capacity of Iraqi security and defence 
structures through its own mission (NMI). 

Cooperation with "like-minded democracies around 
the world" also offers new opportunities, especially in 
the context of the growing interest in the Indo-Pacific 
region. Both the EU and NATO see the potential in 
strengthening partnerships with countries such as 
Japan, Australia and India, which together with the 
United States form the so-called The Quadrilateral 
Security Dialogue (The QUAD). Intensified 
cooperation with South Korea, New Zealand, or even 
Taiwan could also contribute to better coordination 
in international forums such as the United Nations. 

EU-NATO connection in the Latin America and the 
Caribbean has been rather limited, so far. Indeed, 
Colombia is the only NATO partner country in the 
region. Therefore, the ambition is to consolidate 
further partnerships in the future. 

Strategic importance of the Arctic and Antarctic 
regions is growing in the political, economic, 
environmental and security contexts. In the territory 
of the Arctic Circle, the EU-NATO partnership is 
already partially operational. 

 

 



 

TIMELINE 

February 1992 - The EU adopts the Maastricht Treaty, 
which introduces the intergovernmental Common 
Security and Defence Policy (CSDP). The so-called 
Western European Union (WEU) is set to become the 
EU's defence component. 

June 1992 - NATO Foreign Ministers in Oslo support 
the goal of WEU's development as a means of 
strengthening the Alliance's European pillar. 

January 1994 - NATO endorses the concept of 
combined joint tasks, which provides "separable but 
not separate" deployable headquarters. These could 
be used for operations under European leadership. 

June 1996 – In Berlin, NATO Foreign Ministers agree 
for the first time to build a European Security and 
Defence Identity (ESDI) within NATO. It aims to 
balance roles and responsibilities between Europe 
and North America. 

June 1999 - At the Cologne meeting of the European 
Council, Member States commit themselves to 
"providing the European Union with the necessary 
means and capabilities to take responsibility for a 
common European security and defence policy". 

December 1999 - EU member states commit 
themselves to allow the deployment of up to 60,000 
troops by 2003 at the Helsinki Council meeting. At the 
same time, new political and military structures are 
emerging within the bloc, including the Political and 
Security Committee, the Military Committee and the 
Military Staff. The WEU’s role in crisis management is 
transferred to the EU. 

January 2001 – The beginning of first joint meetings 
of EU and NATO that include the level of ministers and 
ambassadors. This is the start of institutionalized 
relations between NATO and the EU. 

May 2001 - The first formal NATO-EU ministerial 
meeting takes place in Budapest. 

December 2002 - The NATO-EU Declaration on the 
European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP) 

reaffirms the EU's secure access to NATO capabilities, 
including for the EU’s’ own military operations. 

March 2003 – The so called “Berlin Plus” 
arrangements provide a basis for the Alliance to 
support EU-led operations. However, NATO as a 
whole is not involved in the operation. 

May 2003 - The NATO-EU Capabilities Group is 
established. It aims to ensure coherence and mutual 
strengthening of capability development efforts on 
both sides. Since the founding of the European 
Defence Agency in 2004, the Agency experts have 
been contributing to the Group's work. 

July 2003 - EU and NATO publish “Common Approach 
to the Western Balkans”. The joint proposal outlines 
key areas of cooperation and emphasizes the shared 
vision and commitment of both organizations to bring 
stability to the region. 

November 2003 - The first joint NATO-EU crisis 
management exercise takes place. 

November 2005 - The NATO Permanent Liaison Team 
becomes operational at the EU Military Staff. 

March 2006 - The EU Cell is established at NATO's 
Strategic Operations Command in Monse, Belgium. 

2010 - The Alliance adopts a new Strategic Concept. 
Among other things, it commits NATO to working 
more closely with other international organizations. 
Its aim is to prevent crises, manage conflicts and 
stabilize post-conflict situations. 

November 2010 - At the Lisbon Summit, the Allies 
underline their commitment to improving the NATO-
EU Strategic Partnership. 

February 2016 - A technical agreement on cyber 
defence is concluded between the NATO Computer 
Incident Response Capability (NCIRC) and the 
Computer Emergency Response Team of the 
European Union (CERT-EU). It also provides a 
framework for exchanging information and sharing 
procedures between emergency response teams. 



 

July 2016 - At a meeting in Warsaw, the EU and NATO 
define areas for enhanced cooperation. These include 
challenges originating to the east and south, including 
the fight against hybrid threats, building of resilience 
and defence capacity, cyber defence, maritime 
security and joint exercises. 

December 2016 – Foreign Ministers of NATO 
countries approve a statement accompanied by 42 
joint measures to support NATO-EU cooperation. 

June 2017 - NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg 
and EU High Representative Federico Mogherini 
present the first progress report on NATO-EU 
cooperation. According to their statement, 
"significant progress" has been achieved since the 
Warsaw Summit in July 2016. 

December 2017 - In addition to 42 joint measures in 
support of NATO-EU cooperation, further 32 
measures are added. 

July 2018 - In a joint statement, the EU and NATO say 
they intend to make rapid progress in the areas of 
military mobility, the fight against terrorism and 
strengthening resilience to chemical, biological, 
radiological and nuclear risks. The agenda focusing on 
women, peace and security is also brought to 
attention. 

June 2021 - The EU and NATO publish their latest joint 
document, sixth progress report. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES AND INFORMATION 

NATO: Relations with the EU (21 June 2021) 

EU: Facts about EU-NATO cooperation (17 June 2021) 

European Parliament: Report on EU-NATO 
cooperation in the context of transatlantic relations 
(7 July 2021) 

EU-NATO: Sixth (so far last) progress report on the 
implementation of the common set of proposals (3 
June 2021) 

Library of documents about NATO and EU relations 
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