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The invasion of Ukraine has jolted the European Union into greater unity, but the regional organization must convert
this momentum into stronger long term strategic autonomy. Photo by Max Kukurudziak on Unsplash.
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FEATURED COMMENTARY

Invasion of Ukraine — Shaking Europe Out Of Complacency

By Frederick Kliem
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The horrors of the Ukraine invasion have yielded some opportunities for the European Union to establish a functioning migration regime and for
Germany to justify increased military defence expenditure, both of which could serve the European regional integration project. Photo by the
Ukrainian Ministry of Internal Affairs on Wikimedia Commons.

Europe’s reaction to Rus-
sia’s invasion of Ukraine is
something Europe is usu-
ally not: united, determined
and re-energised. The
Ukrainian tragedy marks a
watershed moment for EU
integration and European
defence. But as previously
unshakable taboos sud-
denly fall, Europeans must
plan long-term

Commentary

IT IS futile to debate
whether Russian President
Vladimir Putin had antici-
pated the determination
and unity of Europe or was
surprised by it. But as a
matter of fact, the Europe-
an Union (EU) and its

member states are current-
ly untying several “Gordian
Knots” at once.

Take Germany as an ex-
ample: Russian aggression
has achieved what dec-
ades of US diplomacy
could not: Berlin is finally
realising that Germany
must take care of its own,
and by extension Europe-
an, security. For decades,
Germany’s European
neighbours, from France to
Poland, as well as succes-
sive US administrations
have tried — and failed — to
put an end to German free-
riding on the NATO and
US security umbrella. Ber-
lin had long been lacking
to both equip its armed
forces, the Bundeswehr,

adequately and to think
strategically about the de-
fence of and challenges for
Germany and Europe.

The Historic German Vol-
te-face

Despite being the second
largest NATO economy,
hitherto, it was hopeless to
expect Germany to meet
its NATO defence budget
obligations of 2% of GDP.
Berlin’s strategic culture,
domestic politics and an
entrenched public paci-
ficism made raising the
defence budget as difficult
as developing a realistic
security strategy appropri-
ate for a country so prone
to geopolitical challenges.
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Likewise, the “special rela-
tionship” with Moscow was
long a “holy cow” of Ber-
lin’s diplomacy, preventing
both the export of arms to
Ukraine as well as unam-
biguously joining its NATO
allies in hard-balancing
Russian influence. For ex-
ample, the much-
discussed gas pipe-

line Nordstream 2 was,
despite its obvious geo-
strategic nature, long de-
scribed as a “commercial
project” by successive Ger-
man governments.

In a series of dramatic
moves within just a few
days, Chancellor Olaf
Scholz announced a his-
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toric volte-face that seemed
to take even members of
his own government by
surprise. Upending dec-
ades-old fundamental prin-
ciples of German foreign
and security policy, Berlin
is now delivering lethal
weapons to Ukraine, an-
nounced a one-off tripling
of the defence budget as
well as the intent to hence-
forth meet NATO'’s spend-
ing target.

Likewise, to reduce Germa-
ny’s significant dependency
on Russian energy imports
(every fourth household
relies on Russian gas for
heating), even Green party
leaders agree that Berlin
will now likely have to post-
pone its exit from both coal-
and nuclear-energy,

and Nordstream 2 is now
all but finished.

New EU Unity

The President of the Euro-
pean Commission an-
nounced a series of
measures that denoted a
similarly remarkable shift in
EU Common Security and
Defence Policy. Most
astonishing for an organi-
sation that self-identifies as
a “normative actor”, the EU
will now for the first time
finance lethal weapons. To
that end, €450 million will
go towards Ukrainian arma-
ment — a country that is not
even a member.

Beyond defence, member
states demonstrated unu-
sual unity in agreeing to
substantial sanctions
against Russia, including

the long-resisted removal
of Russia’s leading banks
from SWIFT. Not only will
this come at significant
costs for European econo-
mies themselves, but this
agreement also bridges the
traditionally significant di-
vergence in European per-
spectives on economic and
diplomatic relations with
Moscow.

No less remarkable, only
six years after the so-called
refugee crisis brought the
EU close to breaking point,
even those member states
that long resisted EU-wide
refugee distribution, indeed
were opposed to receiving
any migrants at all, are now
welcoming Ukrainian refu-
gees with open arms.

Never Waste A Crisis:
Europe’s Moment of
Truth

“Europe will be forged in
crisis”, Jean Monnet, one of
the EU’s founding fathers,
famously asserted. Indeed,
there seems to be nothing
quite like a geopolitical cri-
sis to remind member
states of the mutual securi-
ty imperative of regional
integration, to galvanise
and unify Europe. Indeed
even Boris Johnson shows
a renewed interests in co-
operation with the EU. This
momentum should not be
squandered.

In the medium-term, there
might be a welcomed spill-
over effect, possibly solving
one of Europe’s most in-
tractable problems: creat-
ing a functioning migration

regime. If the rest of the EU
shows now this forthcoming
solidarity with its Eastern
member states that these
states lacked during the
2015 refugee crisis, Europe
might once again find the
cooperative spirit to pro-
gress with deeper integra-
tion and policy reform,
strengthening Europe’s
collective capacity.

Similarly, substantial Ger-
man investment in defence
can significantly enhance
Europe’s defence capacity
and work towards Europe’s
ability to implement own
strategic objectives. Mindful
that a shortage of money
was never

the Bundeswehr’s primary
problem, greater defence
spending must be accom-
panied by structural re-
forms and strategic embed-
ding of German capabilities
in a European framework.

A Re-energised Europe?

Lastly, part of the truth
about Europe’s new unity is
the fact that for the first
time in decades, Washing-
ton very closely cooperated
with both NATO allies and
the EU institutions on a
collective response to a
security crisis.

This cooperative spirit is,
however, highly dependent
on personalities rather than
permanent structural
change of US foreign poli-
cy. ltis indeed likely that a
second Trump administra-
tion had reacted very differ-
ently, side-lining rather than
galvanising European co-
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operation, which would like-
ly have led to political iner-
tia rather than resolve in
Europe.

It is time to seriously con-
sider advancing Europe’s
“strategic autonomy”. This
does not mean competition
with NATO. Rather, strate-
gic autonomy should be a
European capacity to deter-
mine own strategic inter-
ests with the means to
achieve them — comple-
mentary with but independ-
ent from NATO.

Putin has unwittingly shak-
en Europe out of compla-
cency. The previously un-
imaginable is suddenly re-
ality, and the EU is already
stronger and more effective
and attractive than before
Putin’s war against
Ukraine. A second “Brexit-
like” scenario seems un-
likely now, and if there is
only one good thing that
may come out of this trage-
dy, it might be a re-
energised Europe.m

Frederick Kliem is a Re-
search Fellow with the
Centre for Multilateralism
Studies (CMS) at the S.
Rajaratnam School of Inter-
national Studies (RSIS),
Nanyang Technological
University (NTU), Singa-
pore.
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Dr Sinderpal Singh, Coordinator of the South Asia Programme at RSIS , takes stock of the state of South Asian regionalism.

On 18 February 2022, the Centre
for Multilateralism Studies hosted
the RSIS Webinar Series on Post-
pandemic Recovery Across Re-
gions. The panel webinar on
“COVID-19 and Regional Multilat-
eralism in the Asia-Pacific’ saw
the panellists deliberate on the
regional multilateral response to
the pandemic and assess how the
region has been affected by near-
ly two years of pandemic amid
geopolitical uncertainties.

Addressing ASEAN’s handling of
the COVID-19 pandemic, Dr Fitri-
ani, Senior Researcher at the
Centre for Strategic and Interna-
tional Studies, noted that regional
multilateral platforms have helped
ASEAN member states create
collective strategies to tackle the
pandemic amid intensifying com-
petition between China and the
United States. She emphasised
the need for ASEAN to ensure
that markets remain open, trade

flow continues and supply chain
connectivity persists.

Leading with a perspective on
green finance and investment, Dr
Tomoo Kikuchi, Associate Profes-
sor, Graduate School of Asia-
Pacific Studies at Waseda Univer-
sity, noted the biggest challenge
in Asia will be the trend towards
increasing energy consumption
until 2050. He argued that green
finance and investment will rein-
force the asymmetries in global
capital flows and dis-
proportionally increase costs of
production in Asia. Governments
in the region must invest more in
infrastructure while companies
must invest more in R&D.

Taking stock of the state of South
Asian regionalism, Dr Sinderpal
Singh, Coordinator of the South
Asia Programme at RSIS, high-
lighted the debate being played
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out in New Delhi that economic
liberalisation at the multilateral
level has not helped India. This
might have prompted India’s deci-
sion to not join RCEP. New Delhi
had decided around 2014 that
SAARC was going nowhere, and
poured time and resources into
the sub-regional grouping BIM-
STEC instead.

The webinar concluded with Dr
Tess Newton Cain, Project Lead-
er for the Griffith Asia Institute’s
Pacific Hub, giving her assess-
ment of how the Pacific regional
architecture has responded to the
pandemic. Whilst the Pacific is-
land countries have been able to
avoid the worst impacts of COVID
-19, economic contraction across
the region was significant -- 4.3
per cent in 2020. The silver lining
being the COVID-19 pandemic
has started a regional conversa-
tion on the need to diversify econ-
omies.m
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Dr Kathryn Nash, Chancellor’s Fellow, University of Edinburgh, discusses the African Union (AU) and Africa
Centre for Disease Control’s (CDC) Joint Continental Strategy.

The final session of the
RSIS Webinar Series on
Post-Pandemic Recovery
Across Regions was organ-
ised by the Centre for Mul-
tilateralism Studies on 25
February 2022. At the start
of the event, Ambassador
Igor Driesmans, European
Union (EU) Ambassador to
ASEAN, spoke on the multi
-pronged EU Vaccines
Strategy to support the re-
covery of its member
states. This centred on
ramping up vaccine manu-
facturing capacity, using
advance purchase agree-
ments to ensure the suffi-
cient supply of vaccines,
and expediting the vaccine
development and authori-
sation process. To alleviate
the economic crisis, the EU
further introduced an eco-
nomic recovery package
and maintained the free
cross-border movement of
goods, services, and peo-
ple, where possible,
throughout the pandemic.

Meanwhile, pandemic re-

covery rates varied across
different sub-regions in Lat-
in America, according to Dr
Giovanni Agostinis, Assis-
tant Professor at the Pon-
tificia Universidad Catdlica
de Chile. Weaker regional-
ism in Latin America owing
to a lack of regional leader-
ship, intergovernmental
conflict, and the disintegra-
tion of the Union of South
American Nations
(UNASUR)—a regional
organisation active in pub-
lic health policy—had led to
slower recovery in South
America. In contrast, the
Caribbean Community
(CARICOM) and Central
American Integration Sys-
tem (SICA) demonstrated
more comprehensive re-
gional coordination. In Dr
Agostinis’ view, their suc-
cess in managing the pan-
demic could be attributed
to creating links between
members states and exter-
nal donors, as well as
drawing upon those links to
gain financing, build tech-
nical capacity, implement
best practices, and facili-

tate expert and information
exchange.

Dr Kathryn Nash, Chancel-
lor’s Fellow, University of
Edinburgh, discussed the
African Union (AU) and
Africa Centre for Disease
Control's (CDC) Joint Con-
tinental Strategy, a set of
pandemic management
guidelines covering public
health support and socio-
economic recovery. Similar
to Latin America, the CDC
worked with external do-
nors such as the World
Health Organisation and
the private sector to im-
prove medical training and
deliver critical supplies.
These efforts were comple-
mented by the AU’s politi-
cal advocacy in internation-
al forums to highlight vac-
cine equality and pandemic
-related socioeconomic
issues, such as protection-
ism in medical goods and
debt relief. COVID-19 thus
provided regional organisa-
tions, such as the AU, the
opportunity to enhance
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their technical capacity in
public health policy as well
as advance their wider dip-
lomatic agenda and en-
hance their global stature.

On best practices in pan-
demic management across
regions, panellists pointed
to the need for regional
organisations to support
member states, because
countries would want the
control of their national re-
sponses to the pandemic.
To that end, regional or-
ganisations should provide,
for instance, medical guid-
ance and informational ma-
terials for public health
campaigns. Regions could
also work on pooling infor-
mational resources to com-
bat disinformation, endorse
member countries’ COVID-
19 certificates and imple-
ment travel corridors. In the
long term, regions should
work towards building up
medical procurement and
vaccine manufacturing ca-
pacities.m
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The Digital Silk Road and China’s
influence on standard setting
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China is striving to become a leader
in international standard setting, and
the Digital Silk Road, part of China’s
Belt and Road Initiative to expand its
global infrastructure and markets, is
key to realizing this goal. However,
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