DGAIP MEMO

German Council on Foreign Relations e. V.

No. 23
March 2025

A Strategy for Europe from
National Perspectives: Poland

Justyna Gotkowska, Deputy Director and Head of the Security and Defense Department, Centre for Eastern Studies (OSW)

tukasz Maslanka, Analyst in the Security and Defense Department, Centre for Eastern Studies (OSW)

The security environment in and around Europe is becoming increasingly precarious and unforeseeable. As Poland faces an
unknown end to Russia’s war against Ukraine, the repositioning of the United States, and multi-crises in the EU’s southern
and eastern neighborhoods, it will support significantly greater EU involvement in stabilizing its surroundings and strength-
ening the defense capabilities of member states. Polish-German cooperation will be crucial for the credibility of European
deterrence and the security of the EU’s external border.

THE CURRENT SITUATION

Russia’s war against Ukraine, China’s
growing assertiveness, and a United
States that is currently repositioning it-
self toward foes and allies demonstrate
that the world has entered an era of in-
creased strategic competition. Under
the Trump administration, Washington
is preparing to secure and enhance its
own political, economic, technological,
and military standing - while departing
from the principle of the primacy of in-
ternational law and adopting transac-
tional policies that could have painful
consequences for US allies. China and
Russia see this shift in US power as an
opportunity to challenge the interna-
tional order, improve their position, and
create respective spheres of influence.

From the Polish perspective, Europe
needs to respond and adjust to these
developments by increasing its ability
to defend itself and resist malign influ-
ence and interference in its politics, its
economy, and - broadly understood - its
security. The role of the EU should be
to support member states in enhancing

European input into NATO, to make up
for the possibility of a partial US dis-
engagement from Europe, and to keep
support for Ukraine high on the agenda.

Europeans will be faced with an ag-
gressive Russia for years to come be-
cause Russia’s war in Ukraine is not
about land. Instead, Moscow wants to
create its own sphere of influence. It
aims to subordinate the whole coun-
try of Ukraine or destroy it as a func-
tioning state. Putin hopes to create a
buffer zone in Northern and Central
Europe (which would directly affect
Poland) and to limit the sovereignty of
European states to take political and
economic advantage of the EU (which
would affect Germany). This signifies a
profound revision of the European or-
der that has existed since the end of
the Cold War. In the short-term, Russia
under Putin will continue to use hybrid
warfare mixed with military pressure
against Europe. In the future, when
Moscow sees a window of opportunity,
Russia might take direct military action
against European countries, particular-
ly on NATO’s northeastern flank. Such

a move may well be synchronized with
Chinese operations in the Indo-Pacific.

The Trump administration’s vision and
proposals for how to change US-Euro-
pean burden sharing in NATO and end
Russia’s war in Ukraine have already
challenged Europeans. From Warsaw’s
perspective, the Europeans should seize
this moment and see it as a chance to
build a Europe that is more capable
in defense - a process in which the
EU could be instrumental. Although
grave, the current challenges may al-
so be beneficial. They may lead to the
Europeans finally taking more respon-
sibility for their own security and to
an EU that not only contributes to a
much larger extent to European resil-
ience, deterrence, and defense in NATO
but also to stability in its eastern and
southern neighborhood. From Poland’s
standpoint, the EU decision to under-
take massive defense investments now,
along with raising national defense
budgets, could be the most effective
deterrent for avoiding war with Russia
and reducing Europe’s dependence on
fluctuations in US policy.
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AREAS FOR CLOSER
COOPERATION

The European Union cannot defend
itself on its own. For Poland and oth-
er eastern flank countries, deterrence
and the defense of Europe is — and still
will be - up to NATO because of the ir-
replaceable structures, processes, and
planning it has for that task. The Trump
administration has declared its support
for an Alliance in which Europe takes
responsibility for defending itself. How-
ever, Trump might decide on a partial
troop withdrawal from Europe. In such
a situation, while Warsaw would try to
secure the US presence on its territo-
ry, the EU could simultaneously serve
as an accelerator for building Europe’s
industrial, military, logistical, and infra-
structural capabilities, whi ch could be
used for NATO purposes, among oth-
ers. Indeed, the EU can help its member
states to increase resilience, and it can
generate funds for the short-, mid-, and
long-term support of Ukraine.

With the accession of Sweden and Fin-
land to NATO, only four EU member
states remain outside the Alliance. Given
this fact, Russia’s aggression, the over-
all worsening security environment,
and the need to rebalance US-Europe-
an burden sharing in NATO, the EU can
and should play a significant role in con-
tributing to deterrence and the defense
of Europe. It must take a larger role in
defense investment. France has tradi-
tionally articulated such expectations
toward Brussels. Poland - together with
the Baltic states and, more recently, the
Nordic countries - has joined it. De-
pending on the progress of talks to form
a new ruling coalition in Berlin, Germa-
ny could possibly get onboard.

Neither treaty reforms nor significant
legislative work are needed for the Eu-
ropean Union to increase its capacity to
act on defense. From Poland’s perspec-
tive, the EU should under no circum-
stances engage in fruitless and divisive
discussions on institutional reforms at
this time. EU institutions and member
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states must learn how to deepen co-
operation in areas that are essential
for common security and prosperity
within the existing institutional frame-
work. They should make financing the
strengthening of defense capabilities
and counteracting the decline in the
standard of living in the EU despite un-
favorable global conditions their top
priority - also by lowering energy pric-
es and revising climate goals that are
too ambitious compared to the poli-
cies of the United States, China, and the
Global South. At the same time, EU au-
thorities should safeguard the Union’s
most important achievements and
prevent their erosion due to unilateral
actions by certain member states, par-
ticularly regarding the free movement
of people, goods, and services within
both the EU and Schengen Area.

The first step toward greater EU in-
volvement in the security of member
states should be to agree on a clear divi-
sion of tasks between the EU and NATO.
Along with national efforts, the Union
should be co-responsible for gener-
ating military capabilities, supporting
the arms industry, and investing in in-
frastructure to facilitate collective de-
fense and expeditionary activities that
are outside NATO’s area of interest but
crucial for the EU’s security.

There are three main obstacles that
hinder European NATO members from
meeting the NATO targets regarding
collective defense: insufficient military
expenditure, too little joint investment,
and a too low level of cooperation in
modernizing armed forces. Because EU
and NATO members from the north-
eastern flank are overburdened with
collective defense tasks - and will con-
tinue to be so for the foreseeable fu-
ture - EU mechanisms and programs
should aim to achieve more equita-
ble burden sharing. European states
should strive to narrow the gap in de-
fense spending. The programs prepared
by the European Commission to sup-
port the arms industry should favor
those countries that spend the most on

defense in relation to their GDP. Yet, in
addition to national military expendi-
tures, EU states should also consider
joining European expenditures for de-
fense purposes.

Representatives from Europe’s six larg-
est economies (E6) - France, Germa-
ny, Poland, United Kingdom, Italy, and
Spain - could work together with the
representative from the Nordic-Baltic
Eight (NB8) - Denmark, Estonia, Fin-
land, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway,
and Sweden - to encourage greater po-
litical cooperation among the E6 coun-
tries and defense efforts within the EU.
It is important to include the UK in such
cooperative efforts to preserve that
country’s strategic proximity to the
EU. The resulting E6+ format would be
avoice of leadership in Europe on secu-
rity and defense policy, comparable to
the cooperation currently taking place
in the Indo-Pacific among Japan, South
Korea, the Philippines, and Australia.
Building on the regional alliance of the
Weimar Triangle consisting of Ger-
many, France, and Poland, a Weimar+
format could also seek a convergence
of positions on additional EU defense
funding and its allocation as well as on
further support and security guaran-
tees to Ukraine. An E6+ voice could en-
sure that Europe is not paralyzed by the
risk of the Trump administration mak-
ing a deal with Russia on Ukraine over
the heads of Kyiv and the EU.

The aggressive hybrid activities of Rus-
sia (and China) against Europe need a
more coordinated and consolidated re-
sponse from the national and EU level.
The directions for joint action are indi-
cated in the EU Hybrid Toolbox, a key
part of the Strategic Compass for Secu-
rity and Defense from March 2022, and
in the report “Safer Together: Strength-
ening Europe’s Civilian and Military
Preparedness and Readiness,” prepared
under the leadership of former Finnish
President Sauli Niinisté and presented
by the European Commission in Octo-
ber 2024. Arguably, the report sets the
scene for an EU preparedness strategy



https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2022/06/21/council-conclusions-on-a-framework-for-a-coordinated-eu-response-to-hybrid-campaigns/
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/strategic-compass-security-and-defence-0_en
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/strategic-compass-security-and-defence-0_en
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/defence/safer-together-path-towards-fully-prepared-union_en
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/defence/safer-together-path-towards-fully-prepared-union_en
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/defence/safer-together-path-towards-fully-prepared-union_en
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and provides a needed impetus for ad-
ditional EU legislative and regulatory
activity to set out common minimum
standards for EU countries regarding
compliance with preparedness princi-
ples in areas such as education, stra-
tegic reserves, construction, energy
security, and public procurement.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Polish experts and decision-makers
strongly believe that breakthroughs
are needed in four key areas for the EU
to take on a greater role in strength-
ening defense and deterrence on the
continent.

First, the EU needs to translate the
shared assessment of the threat posed
by Russia into an increase in national
and joint defense spending across its
member states. More robust funding
mechanisms for security and defense
purposes are needed in the short and
medium term. In the short term (un-
til 2027), new financing solutions will
be especially necessary. Some addi-
tional funding could be found within
the EU’s current Multiannual Financial
Framework (MFF) and in unused funds
from loans for the NextGenerationEU
program or cohesion funds. National
defense spending must be treated flex-
ibly in the context of the Stability and
Growth Pact. The European Investment
Bank could provide more financing for
defense needs on better conditions.
Governments in Warsaw and some
other EU capitals - Paris, Rome, Ma-
drid, and recently also Helsinki and Co-
penhagen - believe that the EU cannot
escape a decision to create a more ro-
bust European funding vehicle to meet
the defense needs of both Europe and
Ukraine. These funds can be generat-
ed by Eurobonds resembling the Next-
GenerationEU fund or a reformed fund
resembling the European Peace Facility,
additional EU taxes, and /or frozen Rus-
sian assets. In the long term, the EU’s
security and defense priorities should
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be reflected in and financed by its next
MFF, covering 2028 to 2034.

Second, the EU needs to better decide
what it funds. EU support must not
only address the goal of developing its
arms industry but also closing critical
gaps in its defense capabilities. As the
EU needs to expedite the buildup of Eu-
ropean military capability to gradually
replace the contributions of the Unit-
ed States to NATO, it should focus on
investing into the research and devel-
opment of defense industrial products
and on a limited, focused list of capa-
bility priorities that require vast and
imminent investments. Obvious exam-
ples that overlap with NATO priorities
are air and missile defense, ammunition,
long range fires, and strategic enablers.
In addition, some new EU funding will
need to be found to assist the member
states in implementing the higher EU
standards in civilian (and military) pre-
paredness that are being planned. At the
same time, new funding will have to take
over the majority of financing for mil-
itary support for Ukraine - to replace
lost US funding in the short term and to
provide continuous funding in the mid-
and long term even after the war is over.

Third, the EU needs to be clearer about
who it supports. In Poland, there is
a strong conviction that EU support
needs to be more evenly distributed
throughout the Union. Additional fund-
ing is needed to strengthen the defense
readiness of the most exposed coun-
tries. It should also be directed toward
defense-related infrastructure projects
like the East x in Poland or the Baltic De-
fense Line. EU support cannot exclude
European partners and allies, such as the
UK and Norway, and needs to allow for
their participation in funding arrange-
ments and grants from these funds. This
has been discussed over the last decade
but the time has now come to take more
conclusive and bold decisions.

Fourth, the EU needs to improve how it
manages its decision process. Security
cooperation among France, Germany,

Poland, Italy, Spain, and the UK - ideal-
ly in an expanded E6+ context - needs
to be strengthened to work out feasi-
ble solutions in and beyond the three
areas mentioned above. The EU needs
to establish an informal smaller working
group to chart a new course in security
and defense.

Poland would also be interested in
closer cooperation with Germany to
ensure security in the Baltic Sea and
prevent hybrid threats. The leaders
of both countries should closely co-
ordinate their responses to threats
related to illegal and uncontrolled mi-
gration and work toward preserving
the Schengen Area. Accusations of mi-
grant pushbacks between Polish and
German law enforcement authorities
have become a significant element of
the populist narrative in both coun-
tries, fueling additional tensions. To
thwart the instrumentalization of mi-
gration by the Belarusian regime, Ger-
many could support efforts to secure
Poland’s eastern border.

Poland hopes that the emerging rul-
ing coalition in Germany likely led by
Friedrich Merz as the country’s new
chancellor will be ready to make bold
decisions in the field of security and
defense. Above all, Berlin is expected
to help achieve a breakthrough in the
approach to financing these efforts -
i.e., through European defense bonds
- comparable to the one that led to
an agreement on joint debt after the
Covid-19 pandemic. From Poland’s per-
spective, long-term decisions regarding
the funding of the modernization and
expansion of the Bundeswehr will also
be crucial. While France and the United
Kingdom are implementing their mili-
tary modernization programs, neither
country is shaping its land forces for
the possibility of a prolonged, high-in-
tensity conventional conflict. In this
context, the capabilities and size of the
Polish and German armed forces may
prove essential in the event of a signif-
icant reduction in the US military pres-
ence in Europe.


https://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/29/multiannual-financial-framework
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/29/multiannual-financial-framework
https://next-generation-eu.europa.eu/index_en
https://economy-finance.ec.europa.eu/economic-and-fiscal-governance/stability-and-growth-pact_en
https://economy-finance.ec.europa.eu/economic-and-fiscal-governance/stability-and-growth-pact_en
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/european-peace-facility-epf_en
https://www.gov.pl/web/primeminister/shield-east---an-investment-in-peace-and-security
https://www.euractiv.com/section/defence/news/frontline-countries-pitch-e10-billion-defence-line-for-russia-belarus-border/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/defence/news/frontline-countries-pitch-e10-billion-defence-line-for-russia-belarus-border/

The DGAP memo series A Strategy for Europe from Na-
tional Perspectives responds to Josef Janning’s “Your
Turn, Berlin: A German Strategy for Europe.” Janning’s
text argues that the Zeitenwende has rendered Europe’s
status quo unsustainable and calls on Germany to de-
fine and drive the European agenda. Each subsequent
piece explores how a key state — [taly, the UK, Poland,
and France — envisions its role and priorities in shaping a
cohesive European strategy. These contributions provide
a broader exchange of perspectives to inform the de-
bate on the EU’s future ahead of Germany’s snap federal
elections on February 23, 2025, and during the negotia-
tions to form its new ruling coalition.
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