
It has become a cliché to observe that Europe’s
armies need many new military capabilities.

Even though 15 EU governments collectively spend
€160 billion on defence, they are struggling to
remedy the problem because they spend their
money very poorly.The cost of new military
technologies is soaring and European defence
ministries need to extract more value out of each
euro they spend. No single European country can
afford to buy or develop the full range of new
defence systems, which means that governments
have to combine their resources to acquire major
new capabilities.

But the record of multinational defence programmes in Europe is
mixed: they have often been dogged by delays and cost increases.
For example, the first deliveries of the Eurofighter jet – a four-
country venture – arrived in 2003, ten years after the original
target date. It therefore follows that governments need to
improve how they co-operate in purchasing and developing
weapons systems.

At their summit in February 2003,Tony Blair and Jacques 
Chirac agreed to the creation of a new EU “defence capabilities
development and acquisition agency”, tasked with encouraging
the member states to boost their military capabilities. EU leaders
backed the plan at the Thessaloniki summit in June 2003, and 
the agency should become operational during 2004. It will 
work on harmonising military requirements, co-ordinating 
defence research and development (R&D), and encouraging the
convergence of national procurement procedures.

The agency falls under the general responsibility of Javier Solana,
the Union’s High Representative for foreign and security policy.
Nick Witney, a Briton, will head the agency and manage its day-
to-day business, although EU governments have not yet decided
how many people will work there.

In the beginning, the agency will not have a procurement budget,
so it will not buy equipment nor manage multinational pro-
grammes. Instead, its first task will be to co-ordinate the existing
network of bodies involved in European armaments co-operation.

The first such body is OCCAR, a four-country organisation 
which brings together Britain, France, Germany and Italy. OCCAR’s
key task is to bring about more efficient management of
multinational armaments programmes. Its first major programme
is the seven-country A400M transport plane, which is being built
by Airbus, and the first deliveries are expected in 2009.

The second body with which the EU agency will co-operate is the
Western European Armaments Organisation (WEAO), which has

19 member countries and promotes cross-border research and
development projects. However,WEAO has not had much success
so far, mainly due to a lack of funding – it receives less than 1% of
the €10 billion spent each year on defence R&D in the Union.

A third issue the agency will address is the integration of the EU’s
defence market. Governments have allowed some cross-border
consolidation in the defence sector, which has led to the creation
of cross-border companies like the Franco-German firm EADS.
However, the European defence market, unlike its commercial
cousin, remains fragmented into many national pieces.

By some estimates, a single defence market for defence goods
would save European governments around €5 billion a year.The
six main European arms-producing countries signed the so-called
“Letter of Intent” in 1998 to harmonise some of their armaments
regulations, but this has not yet had much impact.The European
Commission would like to take on this task and is preparing
proposals to open up Europe’s defence market. However, given
the sensitive nature of the defence market, governments are
reluctant to give regulatory power to the Commission.Thus, a
single defence market in Europe remains some way off.

But perhaps the most important role the new agency could play 
is a political one. EU governments will sign up to a so-called
“headline goal” – a list of capability commitments which they will
agree to meet by 2010.This will require member states to acquire
assets like transport planes to increase their military prowess.

The agency will evaluate and report annually on member states’
progress towards meeting those commitments. If those reports
were made public, the agency could then ‘name and shame’
those member states which are holding up progress, and put
them under political pressure to improve their performance.

In short, if the EU agency does manage to improve European
co-operation in armaments, the beneficiaries would include a
more competitive defence industry; armed forces which would
get badly needed military equipment at a better price; and
taxpayers who would get better value for money.
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Europe’s defence agency cleared for take-off

By Daniel Keohane 

Pioneer: the A400M transport plane provides a model for future co-operation
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