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Introduction
Who would have thought a decade ago that not only the 
European Union but also its neighbourhood both in the East 
and in the South would have been turned upside down due 
to a series of crises? Back in 2006 the EU had gone through a 
successful ‘big bang’ enlargement absorbing ten Central and 
Eastern European countries and was about to take two more 
states on board. The economy was doing well, ideas for es-
tablishing a ‘ring of friends’ in the immediate neighbourhood 
were flowering and Russia was seen as a close partner. Yet 
things have gone differently than one might have expected. 
The financial crisis, the Arab Spring and its consequences, 
the Russian annexation of Crimea and the war in Ukraine, 
the development of ISIS, the war in Syria and the growing 
number of refugees and migrants from North Africa and the 
Middle East are challenges the European Union has been 
facing in recent years. 

Although the predictions of the end of the European project 
seem to be premature, it has become obvious that the EU 
is in a serious crisis, both as an idea and as an organisation 
and international actor. Therefore simply reacting to crises 
is no longer an option. The EU desperately needs to think 
and act strategically if it wants to survive and to have any 
influence on the global stage. Above all, it needs to define 
its future-oriented interests and how these interests can 
be reconciled with values that the EU attempts to project 
and protect. Setting out a forward-looking strategy for the 
relations between the EU and its neighbours and strategic 
partners is challenging particularly because of the unend-
ing impact of globalisation, which makes foresight analysis 
even more difficult than before. However, it is a vital exercise 
if the EU wants to have an idea of how it will look in 2025 
and what economic, social and intellectual tools to gird it-
self with. 

Against this backdrop, the Dahrendorf Forum – Debating 
Europe initiated a foresight project which aimed to set 
out different scenarios for the future relationship between 
the European Union and the five countries/regions of the 
Dahrendorf Forum: Ukraine and Russia, Turkey, MENA, 
United States and China. The alternative futures engage in 
defining the most likely trajectories, downside risks, new 
trends and ‘unknown unknowns’. By reflecting the forward-
looking challenges, the Dahrendorf Foresight Project tries to 
assess the EU’s role in the world in 2025. Furthermore, the 
project’s goal is to contribute to the further advancement 
of European foreign policy towards the respective regions/

countries by equipping respective policymakers with indi-
cators for the scenarios which make them able to recognise 
possible futures at an early stage (and in worst cases prevent 
them from happening).

There are two main reasons why we decided to use the fore-
sight methodology. First of all, decision-making in a volatile, 
uncertain, complex and ambiguous world can quickly be-
come a costly and risky endeavour—especially in the realm 
of foreign and security affairs. Foresight analysis is one of 
the most powerful analytic methods and lowers the risks, 
widens decision makers’ perspectives and provides them 
with policy options. Secondly, this methodology helps ex-
perts and political advisors to undertake estimative analysis, 
which involves thinking systematically about the various 
ways the future is likely to unfold and what is most likely 
to determine the eventual outcome. What is important to 
underline is that the objective of foresight analysis is not to 
predict the future but to generate a solid set of scenarios 
that can bound the range of plausible alternative futures. 
Foresight analysis is most useful when a situation is complex 
and the outcomes too uncertain to trust a single prediction. 
It has proven highly effective in helping analysts and deci-
sion makers contemplate multiple futures, challenge their 
assumptions and anticipate surprise developments by iden-
tifying ‘unknown unknowns’—i.e. factors, forces or players 
that one did not realise were important or influential before 
commencing the exercise. 

The generation of scenarios within the Dahrendorf Fore-
sight Project was conducted in a four-step process. In a first 
stage the project participants entered into a critical review 
of their key assumptions regarding the relations between 
the European Union and the respective country/region and 
discussed what insights they provide in helping to identify 
key drivers that are most likely to shape the future trajec-
tory of the selected relationship. Next, facilitators led the 
group in a structured brainstorming exercise to develop a 
set of key drivers. The group then selected four to six drivers 
that best captured the greatest uncertainties over the next 
ten years. The key drivers were presented with a spectrum 
of defined end points as well as a list of key characteristics. 
Following the ‘Multiple Scenarios Generation’ 1 methodol-
ogy, these key drivers were checked for their validity. In the 
next step, participants broken into small groups generated 
distinct scenarios based on two different pairings of key driv-
ers. Having completed this process, each group was asked to 
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select the two most attention-deserving scenarios to present 
to the entire group. With the assistance of the facilitators, 
the entire group then identified candidate scenarios that 
best satisfied several or the entire previously discussed list 
of selection criteria: mainstream scenario, downside risk sce-
nario, opportunity scenario and emerging trend scenario. 
Short narratives written at the end of the workshops laid the 
ground for the developing of the final scenarios presented in 
this publication. Each scenario includes a label with a short 
abstract, relevant key drivers, key characteristics, a short 
chronology, indicators which will help gauge the unfolding 
of the scenario and implications. 

From the very beginning, the Dahrendorf Foresight Project 
was intended to be a collective learning exercise. Thus, our 
aim was to involve in the scenario workshops a great variety 
of people from academia, think tanks and institutions both 
on the European and the national level. Moreover, since the 
non-European perspective is crucial to the Dahrendorf Fo-
rum, we invited several experts from outside Europe to join 
us in generating the scenarios. Altogether over 80 people 
took part in the project. Their names and institutional affili-
ations are listed at the end of the publication. All authors 
were involved in the project in their personal capacities and 
their opinions do not reflect the views of the institutions 
they work for.  

Acknowledgments

First and foremost we would like to thank all participants of 
the workshops and especially the authors of the scenarios. 
They have put tremendous effort into writing up the differ-
ent steps involved in the scenario process and created these 
unique alternative futures. A special thank you also goes to 
our workshop facilitators Randolph H. Pherson (Globalytica) 
and Oliver Gnad (Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammen-
arbeit), who put all their expertise into making the Dahren-
dorf Foresight Process a success. Last but not least we want 
to thank Stiftung Mercator for giving us the opportunity to 
undertake this adventure of looking into the EU’s future re-
lations with the regions involved in the Dahrendorf Forum. 

1. For more about the methodology see: Structured Analytic 
 Techniques for Intelligence Analysis by Richards J. Heuer Jr. and 
Randolph H. Pherson (eds.), CQ Press; 2014.
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Driving Forces 

The scenario is motivated by two key drivers. First, a weak-
ening common transatlantic culture; meaning increasing 
difficulty finding common ground on basic political prin-
ciples such as trade liberalization, market regulation, privacy 
protections, pluralism, the pursuit of security, and the role 
of global governance institutions. Second, a strengthening 
political cohesion within the European Union due to the 
necessity of forging common policy responses to common 
challenges, such as migration and terrorism, and shared 
strategies for policy implementation. 

US Withdrawal and EU Convergence

In June 2016 the United Kingdom—against the expectations 
of many—decides to stay in the EU, somewhat restoring trust 
in the European integration project. The decision of the UK 
to remain in the EU is based in large part on its belief that it 
can better deal with migration flows, terrorist violence and 
economic stability from within the EU. As a result of this be-
lief, and the relief of European partners at having avoided 
EU collapse, EU member states engage in renewed efforts to 
cooperate on a range of issues, but most notably foreign and 

security policy. The core EU member states cooperate more 
intensely on border security and on managing the flow of 
migrants. The UK, in particular, takes an active role in shap-
ing EU foreign policy, especially in the Middle East and in 
negotiations over a political resolution to the Syrian civil war. 

In November 2016 a populist president is elected in the US. 
The new president shifts the political focus to domestic is-
sues and no longer wants the US to be a global hegemon 
playing the role of the world’s policeman. Reflecting senti-
ment within Congress and among the general public, the 
new president has run on a campaign that is skeptical of 
free trade agreements, that sees past US interventions in the 
Middle East as a partial cause of current unrest in the region, 
and that has promised to refocus attention on domestic so-
cial and economic issues.

The president’s first term is marked by a reduction of the US’ 
visible military footprint overseas, and by the end of 2017 
the US has withdrawn most of its troops from bases in the 
Middle East, leaving only small contingents of special forces 
and military advisors to allies in the region. Partisan gridlock 
impedes active international engagement and hinders US 
strategic leadership in both security issues and economic co-
operation. The US relies on a limited toolbox in its response 

In the year 2025, the relationship between the US and the EU will be more symmetric than it is today. This is not the 
result of an intentional strategy, such as a conscious policy of balancing by the EU, but a result of the EU’s reactions in 
light of the US’ slow withdrawal from international engagement. The EU is left as the most powerful actor willing to 

manage the international system, and so begins to inherit the mantle of hegemonic leader.

Anja Kuchenbecker, Aspen Institute Berlin
Dennis-Jonathan Mann, Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung

Johannes Thimm, German Institute for
International and Security Affairs (SWP)

Lora Anne Viola, John F. Kennedy Institute, Freie 
Universität Berlin

EU Hegemony
by Default

European Union and United States
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to international conflicts, including clandestine operations, 
arms transfers, and the deployment of military advisers to 
conflict situations. As a result, the US is increasingly serv-
ing as a backup force for EU- and UN-led operations. The 
EU increasingly takes on an agenda-setting role in interna-
tional conflicts, while the US takes on a supporting role to 
this agenda, and the UN becomes the primary supplier of 
(peacekeeping) troops. In the area of trade, the US is drag-
ging its feet on liberalization negotiations as a result of do-
mestic resistance, while China moves ahead with a number 
of regional agreements. Major European powers, like the 
UK and Germany, become increasingly frustrated with the 
US and start to realize that the solution to their own foreign 
policy problems will no longer come from Washington.

Over the year 2017-18, one million migrants and asylum seek-
ers continue to arrive within the European Union. As the 
refugee crisis in Europe intensifies, the European public and 
EU decision makers are forced into action. Without any hope 
that the conflicts in the Middle East will be resolved in a way 
that restores stability and yields migrant return, and with the 
realization that migrants will continue to flow from Africa, the 
EU finally agrees to a more assertive common foreign policy. 
A common agreement on securing EU borders based on the 
model of the EU-Turkey deal proves successful. The formula of 
“1 for 1,” meaning that the EU sends back irregular migrants 
to third states and in turn accepts corresponding contingents 
of refugees for resettlement in the EU, is expanded to other 
countries, including the Maghreb states and some of the EU’s 
eastern neighbors. With the perception that the EU is making 
progress in securing its borders, EU member states reluctantly 
agree to distribute some of the refugees more widely among 
EU member states. This creates new momentum for common 
action in other policy areas as well. For example, EU member 
states pool their diplomatic resources and delegate more 
initiative for foreign policy to the EU Commission. The EU 
works with the UN to push for stability in Syria and Libya, and 
it partners with China to invest in Africa. It retains friendly 
relations with the US, but increasingly sees the US in a sup-
portive rather than leading role. 

The result of these trends is that the EU takes on more re-
sponsibility in regional and global affairs in 2025. The US has 
largely withdrawn from international politics, partly because 
of the priorities of the president and the public, and partly 
due to the general dysfunction and gridlock of the political 
system. Because of the US’ lack of commitment, NATO is no 
longer relevant. The EU member states begin to invest more 
heavily in technology with military capability and they be-
gin to pursue military integration, but remain committed to 
putting no or few troops on the ground. Without the US as a 
strong supporter, the UN becomes less important as an agen-
da setter, but it becomes much more important as a source 

of international troops. Agenda setting and cooperation shift 
to regional organizations, so that the EU increases diplomacy 
with organizational counterparts in other regions, such as the 
African Union and Shanghai Cooperation Organization. To 
some degree this reduces tensions with Russia, as Moscow 
sees the EU as much less threatening than NATO and the EU 
sees the need to cooperate with Russia in Syria and Iran. With 
NATO largely dormant, Russia does not feel as threatened by 
Eastern European countries seeking closer relations with the 
European Union. The EU looks for new partners and allies in-
ternationally, some of which can be found among emerging 
powers, especially the democratic ones (such as Brazil, India 
and South Africa). These relationships are characterised by 
pragmatic à la carte cooperation in selected issue areas. The 
EU and the US coexist peacefully, but the special relationship 
is diluted. There is a certain degree of economic rivalry, espe-
cially with regard to trade liberalization, market regulation, 
and natural resources. There are conflicts on specific policy 
issues, such as how to deal with China or Iran.

Indicators

 — Shift in US foreign policy strategy from a leadership role 
to a supportive role, with little agenda-setting power as 
a result of domestic gridlock and the collapse of a con-
sensus between the President and Congress on how best 
to use American power abroad

 — It becomes undeniable to EU leaders and the public that 
the status quo can’t continue. Muddling through is no 
longer an option

 — The EU achieves a major step toward common policy 
first in border security and then, more broadly, in other 
foreign policy issues, such as its role in settling the  Syrian 
conflict

 — Alienation or rift between the US and the EU on a sig-
nificant issue such as the future of NATO, the future of 
TTIP or engagement with US rivals such as China and Iran

 — The EU role in the world becomes more controversial, 
while resentment against the US drops and its soft power 
increases

Taking over the Baton

EU policymakers should prepare for a world without a 
proactive US hegemon. Coordinating foreign and military 
cooperation at the EU level will be critical for the achieve-
ment of European interests. Being forced to clarify its own 
priorities can also be an opportunity for the EU. Rather than 
being merely reactive to developments in the US, European 
governments realize that they have a stake in international 
politics and start to play a greater and more concerted role.
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of the principles that underlie this union. This scenario fur-
thermore presumes that the transatlantic culture evolves in 
a positive way as does the cohesion of transatlantic interests 
in the global order. The term transatlantic culture is used 
here in reference to shared liberal and democratic values 
and encompasses that EU member states and the US will 
continue to view each other as the closest liberal partners. 
Its positive development will display cohesion on both sides 
of the Atlantic in the definition, interpretation and support 
of these values as guiding principles in the determination of 
national interests. These interests include the protection of a 
common liberal lifestyle, economic resilience as well as secu-
rity threats from the outside. Derived from this assumption, 
cohesion of interests in the global order and its structure will 
add to the characteristics of the relationship between the EU 
member states and the United States. This convergent view 
on the global order includes compatible national interests in 
international forums and the active coordination in assuring 
their interest-oriented applicability, for example including 
the continuation and the active enhancement of NATO. 

A negative development of EU cohesion implies that EU 
member states fundamentally disagree about policy goals 
and strategies in regard to EU competencies. Especially the 
areas of migration, social welfare and financial solidarity will 

A relationship falling apart

The ‘Dinner à la carte’ scenario is characterised by a number 
of assumptions about the nature of EU–US relations in the 
upcoming ten years as well as by the development of three 
key drivers essential for the future of transatlantic relations at 
large. Although we are convinced that the framework of the 
EU will still exist by the year 2025, most central to this scenar-
io is a negative development of cohesion within the EU and 
thus of the willingness of EU member states to act collective-
ly. This scenario does not envision the formal collapse of the 
EU, but its paralysis and hollowing out. One reason for this 
is the assumption that rising populism driven by continuing 
economic malaise especially in southern Europe, terrorist 
threats and the migration issue will force governments of key 
member states to act more in their (perceived) national inter-
est than the interests of the union. Paired with the enduring 
enhancement of information technology, which makes it 
very difficult for the EU elites to manage public perceptions, 
it is entirely possible that the EU will not come out of this 
crisis strengthened, but significantly weakened. Tendencies 
towards this development, often fuelled by right-wing popu-
list parties, can already be detected in current debates that 
split apart EU member states not only in terms of short-term 
decisions but in regard to the fundamental interpretation 

Dinner à la carte

In this scenario the EU consequently loses its cohesion over the course of the years until 2025. Although the US and the 
EU member states experience an intensification of mutual values in their transatlantic culture, they focus on strength-
ening bilateral ties, as the EU as a set of institutions is severely hampered by several internal breakdowns. A variety of 

intensity of bilateral exchanges between the US and EU member states is the result.

Sonja Kaufmann, Hertie School of Governance
Gunter Rieck Moncayo, Konrad Adenauer Stiftung
Lena Ringleb, The American Academy in Berlin
Martin Thunert, Heidelberg Center for American Studies (HCA)
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adapting to the fading solidarity inside the union. The failure 
of TTIP will furthermore intensify the US pivot to Asia re-
garding trade interests, ultimately resulting in bilateral trade 
agreements with individual EU member states to become 
even more selective.

The suspended Schengen agreement and the failure of a 
comprehensive transatlantic trade and investment agree-
ment will cause the Common Foreign and Security Policy, 
which is already perceived as weak, to stall and eventually 
fail completely. Without the perception of a common EU 
‘mainland’ and without the expectation of a common eco-
nomic proliferation, a collective voice in foreign relations and 
an intense collaboration on security policy become unrealis-
able. The enduring scepticism towards policies in support of 
EU integration and the continuing retreat of EU competen-
cies cause a fatigue of solidarity within the European Union. 
This will then ultimately also cause individual countries to 
withdraw from the common currency, starting a process 
leading to the collapse of the Eurozone. An economic reces-
sion, which will vary in intensity among the different former 
member states, follows, reinforcing renationalisation and 
nationalist tendencies in each country.

In the interim, the US has become more and more indif-
ferent towards the now in large parts ineffective or even 
defunct European Union, which is increasingly seen as an 
undesirable partner for collaboration. The United States will 
compensate for this by engaging in substantial bilateral or 
multilateral agreements with individual or small groups of 
(former) EU member states, signifying the US’s retreat from 
the general EU–US relationship.

Following this scenario, by the year 2025, the EU will remain 
with no significant competencies or policy substance left, as 
all larger agreements failed or have been suspended. The 
European Union will have ceased to exist in all but name. 
The US’s focus on selective partnerships with European na-
tions will display a wide gap of interest in different countries, 
with selected bilateral relations becoming stronger than the 
former EU–US relations, while the relationship to some coun-
tries will be less intense and attentive than before. Between 
some European nations and the US there will be several à la 
carte relationships based on common interests in fields such 
as trade, investment and currency, as well as in region-spe-
cific issues like energy (independence from Russian natural 
gas), educational exchange, immigration regimes, environ-
mental regulation and others. However, as the EU member 
states as well as the United States remain interested in a 
strong cooperation regarding military defence, NATO will 
experience invigoration and expansion. To ensure contin-
ued US interest in NATO, many European NATO members 
will have increased their defence spending substantially. 

cause insuperable disagreement about the authority of EU 
institutions. This leaves EU institutions ineffective due to a 
shift back to national competencies of its member states and 
to a complete disintegration of the EU in all possible parts. 
The renationalisation process becomes apparent succes-
sively by nations’ withdrawals from mutual ambitions, from 
currency and travel zones and eventually from EU institu-
tions and membership.

Self-destruction

The chronology of events leading to the outcome of this 
scenario is highly focused on the instability and the creeping 
dissolution of the European Union. Therefore, the renation-
alisation process is characterised by developments inside the 
EU member states, whereas the United States largely reacts 
to these developments.

Starting out with the current tendencies of questioning the 
EU’s general structure of integration, EU member states re-
think and recalibrate their relation to and position in the EU. 
The United Kingdom’s demand for re-strengthened national 
self-determination and the resulting Brexit signals readiness 
to dismiss the benefits of European Union membership for 
the liberty of dismissing intense compromise in a renation-
alised status. The vehemence of the debate around it opens 
the door for additional EU member states to seriously con-
sider retreating from the EU’s competencies and to rena-
tionalise. As can be traced in recent elections, the growing 
influence of right-wing parties and populist forums in coun-
tries across Europe, such as the Front National in France, the 
PVV in the Netherlands and the AfD in Germany, will further 
spur a general scepticism towards the common EU project. 
An implemented Brexit in conjunction with the failure to 
effectively cooperate among Schengen member states in 
the current situation of extensive migration paired with an 
expanding perception of threat due to terrorism will ulti-
mately lead to the suspension of the Schengen agreement 
together with continuously rising nationalism within each 
country.

With the UK departing from the conglomerate of the Eu-
ropean Union, the United Kingdom will seek a US–UK free 
trade agreement in order to keep its relationship with its 
largest trading partner outside of Europe and compensate 
for the lost opportunities in the common EU market. This 
is the first step in the process of an expanding desire for 
substantial selective bilateral partnerships. Nevertheless, it 
will also contribute to the failure of TTIP as a comprehensive 
trade and investment treaty on the one hand due to the 
omission of a strong European economy and on the other 
hand because of the remaining EU member states’ focus on 
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from the economic recession triggered by the collapse of 
the Eurozone. This causes the gap of prosperity among EU 
member states to widen, resulting in social imbalance and 
dissatisfaction, rising extremism and thus instability for all 
countries in Europe.

The United States will lose interest in some parts of Europe, 
which results in diverse intensities of partnerships across 
the Atlantic. Some European countries will have to accept 
the loss of influence and voice in the world without an effec-
tive EU. While European security will remain dependent on 
NATO, Russian influence in the economic and energy fields 
will increase not only but especially on Eastern European 
countries. Russian-NATO competition for influence on Euro-
pean territories will remain fierce or even expand.

In addition to the creation of selective partnerships, this sce-
nario also leads to a growing importance of international fo-
rums (such as the G20 or other issue-specific groupings such 
as the recent G5 meeting in Hanover) that replace platforms 
for debate and cooperation from the EU. The convergence 
in interests regarding the global order will thus result in a 
strengthening and possibly enlarging of existing institutions 
that are capable of substituting the functions which both 
sides of the Atlantic relied on in the then former order of the 
effective European Union.

The scenario ‘Dinner à la carte’ scenario will roll the trans-
atlantic world back to the status of a loose European com-
munity with more instability, selective partnerships and a 
stronger Russian presence.

For selected member states, additional international fora 
such as the G7, G5 or G20 will partially substitute the EU as 
a platform for debate and cooperation. 

Indicators

Original indicators for this scenario embrace the corner-
stones of EU disintegration and US engagement in selective 
partnerships. As soon as the national orientation of the indi-
vidual EU member states result in the suspension of Schen-
gen, a fundamental pillar of the European idea has faded. 
The endeavour to establish a US-UK free trade agreement 
and a general EU fatigue in the US will signal the US’s ten-
dency to selective partnerships and supports the failure of 
TTIP and the implementation of Brexit. Once the chronology 
has reached the collapse of the Eurozone, ultimately leading 
to an economic recession, the European Union will remain 
ineffective and US–EU relations develop into à la carte part-
nerships between individual countries.

A powerless Union

This scenario encompasses multiple implications which de-
serve close attention by policymakers. The fading impor-
tance and agency of the European Union undermines the 
European idea which has been built for the past decades. 
Renationalisation causes instability especially in regard 
to the economic and security situation within Europe. EU 
member states will diverge in their competency to recover 

Sebastian Feyock, German Council on Foreign Relations (DGAP)
Crister Garrett, Universität Leipzig
Mathis Lohaus, Universität Greifswald

The ‘transatlantic Frankenstein’

In this scenario the EU and the US struggle over their leadership in terms of technological innovations while transatlantic 
relations are weak, showing signs of tribalism and authoritarian tendencies on both sides. Leading from these factors 
there is a low level of trust within the bilateral relationship. This scenario is similar to the state of uncertainty and cau-

tious zero-sum politics as described by realist theories of international relations. In the years up to 2025 there will be a 
situation of balkanised technological regulation in the EU, driven by political debates which emphasise the need to shield 
national markets and societies against the uncertain effects of technological progress. On the other side of the Atlantic, 
political leaders will continue to embrace new technologies, with an emphasis on keeping the competitive edge also in 
terms of offensive capabilities in the cyber and AI realms. Only after a series of trigger events, increasing the pressure on 
decision-makers, will transatlantic leaders be willing to invest in a new institutional framework to manage the political 
problems associated with technological progress.
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Technological breakthroughs
Breakthroughs, especially in the field of dual-use or military 
technology and weapons systems, could lead to new arms 
races. Semi- or fully autonomous weapons systems are an 
obvious case that already casts its shadow in 2016. Similarly, 
offensive capabilities in the field of cyber warfare are eyed 
with suspicion among partners. Space exploration and satel-
lite technology could also become more salient again, as the 
private sector in the US is rapidly expanding in this regard.  
However, new regulatory bodies might emerge if political 
leaders recognise this as a priority issue, comparable to past 
arms control mechanisms. The EU and the US could establish 
protocols, for example, for the deployment of drone and 
robotic warfare technology and tactics or strategies that 
could lead to a type of Washington–Brussels Convention 
for Advanced Technologies Warfare. Europe and the US are 
currently experiencing substantial advancements in drone 
and robotic technologies.

Unintended consequences
The use of new and emerging technologies might empower 
new groups of actors. The best of intentions might be cou-
pled to a number of currently unimaginable and unintended 
side effects and consequences which might open up new 
areas of insecurity. In the field of cyber security, individual 
and small groups of privately organised experts already 
wield power on an unprecedented scale. Besides the secu-
rity breaches and whistleblowing we already know about, 
imagine a stock market crash engineered through a rogue 
algorithm. In a world characterised by highly networked, 
semi-autonomous systems, one does not need a lot of con-
ventional resources to create effects that spread and scale 
in the blink of an eye. New technologies might be designed 
for civil and peaceful means but could be misused or fur-
ther developed by black hat hackers and other non-state or 
state actors for offensive and military purposes. At the same 
time, ‘friendly spying’ amongst partners can lead to major 

Trigger events

In the scenario, the EU and the US struggle to maintain 
their leadership in technological innovation and to agree 
to a working regulation of emerging technologies that carry 
with them potential risks. In particular, this concerns areas 
such as bio, nano and cyber technology, unmanned systems 
and artificial intelligence (AI). At the same time, transatlantic 
culture is at its low point, meaning that there are traces of 
tribalism (hypernationalism) and authoritarian tendencies 
on both sides of the Atlantic. Taken together, these two key 
drivers lead to a climate of fear with regards to cutting-edge 
technologies. A particular dilemma is the lack of trust in the 
other side’s abilities and commitment to avoid negative side 
effects on each other resulting from the use of technology. 
Over the course of the ten years we expect trigger events to 
occur related to technological innovations in the following 
four broad categories:

Lab accidents
Technological progress requires the extensive use of ex-
periments in controlled environments such as laboratories. 
Critical incidents such as the accidental release of premature 
technology might underline the need for increased transna-
tional regulatory solutions. This could happen in the field of 
nano technologies for example, where highly miniaturised 
robotic insects (prototypes of which exist already) are be-
ing developed for non-pesticide-driven farming. Genetically 
modified organisms are another case in which accidental ex-
posure to the public could have far-reaching consequences, 
for instance if a release in one country were to contaminate 
crops or livestock in another. Anticipating such problems, the 
EU and US could consider establishing a high-level Transat-
lantic Technology Exchange Council (T-TEC) along the lines of 
the Transatlantic Economic Council (TEC) established in 2007. 
This would be an intergovernmental institution to encourage 
relatively rapid decision-making to coordinate policy quickly.
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3D printing for the production of military equipment and 
thereby revolutionises supply chains and logistics in military 
operations. The lack of trust leads to first signs of technologi-
cal protectionism since the US government refuses to issue 
export licenses for new-generation 3D printers even to NATO 
allies. The capabilities gap within NATO increases even more.
In their public speeches, a number of European heads of 
state and governments start to frame technological progress 
in negative terms. They understand innovation in the fields 
of information technology increasingly as a threat to nation-
al security. Polls in all European member states show that in 
2021 fear of new technologies ranks second highest with 
European citizens, surpassed only by the fear of terrorism.

Late in 2021, a US Air Force jet equipped with live ammuni-
tion crashes mid-flight during a NATO exercise in Eastern 
Europe. An analysis of the black box reveals a sophisticated 
virus that had overridden flight controls, also triggering a 
release of missiles on the nearest target had it not been for 
a glitch in the software. High-ranking military personnel call 
for increased efforts to shield military technology, insinu-
ating that NATO partners leaked sensitive information to 
Chinese or Russian hacker groups.

In 2022 a study by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) finds 
that terrorist groups such as the now established Islamic 
State (IS) seek to utilise nano technology to attack crops and 
food supplies in western countries. Although genetically 
modified food is omnipresent by now, plants are still prone to 
toxins and chemicals. According to intelligence sources, IS re-
searchers are actively exploring ways of delivering bio agents 
by nano technology. Later that year, unidentified assailants 
raid a warehouse in Afghanistan housing a newly devel-
oped herbicide used by western forces against poppy fields.

In the following year (2023), a highly infectious strand of 
avian flu is accidentally released from a Dutch laboratory 
after scientists confuse a set of active and inactive viruses 
to be sent to another research facility. After a short but le-
thal phase with roughly 43,000 victims, the outbreak can be 
contained. US authorities ban everyone located in central 
Europe during the outbreak from entering the United States 
until data on incubation times is available.

In 2025 not all technological news is necessarily bad news. 
Scientists from the Max Planck Institute achieve a break-
through in plasma physics and operate their first working 
fusion power plant. However, the scientific results immedi-
ately become classified to shield them from prying eyes and 
especially proliferation. This revelation leads to a significant 
disruption of global energy supply and demand. As a result, 
petro-states undergo substantial losses of revenue and do-
mestic destabilisation.

diplomatic disruptions such as those witnessed after the 
Snowden revelations. These could lead to increased transat-
lantic distrust and to hampering cooperation in international 
organisations such as NATO.

Acts of aggression
State and non-state actors might be able to exploit emerging 
technologies for acts of aggression before state actors are 
able to adapt and protect themselves against new threats. 
This is especially worrisome in the field of proliferation of 
technologies concerning unmanned vehicles (by air, sea and 
land), artificial intelligence or offensive cyber technology. 
Cyber activists might use offensive technologies to sabotage 
infrastructure and escalate tensions between Europe and the 
US in order to create public and political distrust and (mili-
tary) retribution. The dilemma is one of attribution: due to 
the clandestine nature of sabotage in the cyber realm, where 
attacks are completely independent of physical proximity, 
it is extremely difficult to identify where attacks originate. 
Transatlantic political leaders are well advised to exchange 
information, work on their ability to identify attackers and 
maintain a ‘hotline’ for mutual reassurance in case of a large-
scale act of aggression from unknown sources.

Although these innovations lead first of all to a further in-
tensification of the crisis situation between the EU and the 
US, they ultimately enable transatlantic leaders to work on 
common solutions. 

Timeline of technology-related events

Throughout 2016 new cases of cyber espionage come to 
light. Prior to the US presidential elections, documents are 
leaked online, claiming that a number of European security 
services and private companies have extensively spied on US 
citizens and companies. These revelations lead to increased 
transatlantic mistrust. A new US president is elected in No-
vember on an agenda of mistrust towards European allies.
Upon taking office in January 2017, the newly sworn-in 
president sets in motion a new agenda of covert but more 
aggressive counter-espionage and cyber operations towards 
both allied and non-allied countries. Cyber operations from 
both sides become increasingly sophisticated and almost 
impossible to attribute. The economic impacts of industrial 
espionage become ever more evident and trigger a cyber 
arms race on both sides of the Atlantic. European member 
states start to decrease their intelligence sharing and shield 
their infrastructure to protect against cyberattacks from the 
US, Russia, China but also their European neighbours.

Cutting-edge technology starts to revolutionise military 
affairs in 2020. The US arms industry has successfully used 
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The third set of indicators deals with technological mercan-
tilism and protectionism to nationalise technological inno-
vation. Technological breakthroughs are often thought to 
trigger winner-take-all and scale effects. Consider Uber and 
Airbnb, which as of 2016 are viewed with suspicion in Europe 
since they disrupt long-established mobility and hospitality 
markets. Both of these examples, however, seem relatively 
low-tech and benign compared to the potential of autono-
mous vehicles or nano-enabled, centrally administered ag-
riculture. If regulators on both sides of the Atlantic begin to 
raise walls to shield domestic workers or consumers from 
imported innovations, this could quickly escalate to ever 
more non-tariff barriers against trade and investment.

Bridging the gap of mistrust

The transatlantic economy is by far the world’s most robust 
and active in terms of information and investment flows. The 
backbone of this transatlantic economy is the open flow of 
data, research and investment capital. Europe experienced 
a dramatic renationalisation of economic finance and cross-
national technology cooperation after the recession of 2008 
and the subsequent Eurozone crisis. A key variable for the 
renaissance of economic and technology nationalism has 
been the decline of transnational trust in the EU. A similar 
development between the EU and US would have deep and 
long-term implications for transatlantic economic coopera-
tion, growth and security. For the transatlantic alliance to 
stay ahead of technological evolution, close cooperation 
between both sides of the Atlantic is paramount. Concretely, 
the future of NATO and TTIP—or an equivalent trade and 
investment deal—depends on reaching at least a limited 
consensus on how to deal with technological innovation. If 
transatlantic mistrust led to a decrease in cooperation, this 
could severely affect the alliance’s ability to project power 
and leadership in times of international crisis. Such a lack in 
leadership would most definitely lead to a power vacuum 
which could be filled by states which do not value the liberal 
and free world order with established institutions for civil and 
peaceful conflict resolution. This would further weaken insti-
tutions such as the United Nations and its subsidiary bodies.

Up until 2025, technological progress is mostly balkanised 
with a number of states supporting research in innova-
tive technology, but at the same time protecting it from 
exchange with partners. Due to a lack of trust within the 
transatlantic community, former allies have stopped shar-
ing information on technology. The US and EU have mostly 
lost track of their shared interests in sustaining the edge in 
technological development.

Taken together, these events lead to minor crises below the 
threshold of violent and military conflict. Politicians and 
opinion leaders use the fear of conflict as leverage in achiev-
ing agreements on international regulation of new technolo-
gies. Ultimately, conflict related to technological innovation 
thus leads to new international instruments for regulating 
emerging technologies for the common good in 2025.

Indicators

The first set of indicators for this scenario contains the politi-
cisation, securitisation and negative framing of technologi-
cal progress to fuel fear in order to mobilise public support.  
The current negotiations around TTIP, for example, are often 
being framed as Americans trying to ‘force’ unwanted tech-
nologies on Europe—from GMOs to IT-based services. Op-
ponents claim these could destroy a ‘European way of life’. 
Other areas include the automation of transportation and 
Industry 4.0 or the Internet of Things. In these cases techno-
logical advancement is framed as a threat to human security, 
from which societies need to be shielded.

Second, signs of increased industrial espionage: Evidence 
is hard to provide, but national debates surge around these 
issues. The US, UK, France and Germany appear to be key 
players in this regard, also given their cooperation in de-
fence and space technology. Unless the core set of tech-
nological innovators on both sides of the Atlantic, they risk 
future debates and political costs associated with mistrust. 
After all, public debates about espionage erode transatlan-
tic trust and often serve particular political and economic 
interests.
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Inventing
the enemy

Despite turning inwards, the old transatlantic partners find new common ground. In due course populist govern-
ments in the European Union and the United States join forces in a self-declared war against liberal dreamers and 
corrupt elites at home, and against Islam and terrorism along Europe’s broken periphery. As a result, the West 

loses its economic power and the willingness to shape the international system.

Caught in populism

On the one hand there is a low capacity for collective ac-
tion by the European Union, which leads to a disintegration 
through individual member state policies. On the other hand 
the transatlantic culture is fading away as populist and na-
tionalist governments take over on both sides.

In 2025 both the United States and most of the member 
states of the former European Union are governed by pop-
ulist parties. The rise of populism is considered to be the 
consequence of a vicious circle which the established politi-
cal parties and governments failed to stop. The continuous 
refugee flows from the Middle East and North Africa hits 
Europe at a time of disenchantment with politics. Citizens 
on both sides of the Atlantic lose trust in the established 
political parties. Growing socio-economic inequalities within 
societies and the fear that migration could exacerbate the 
individual situation further opens the opportunity for popu-
list parties. As cohesion within Western societies wanes and 
their willingness to work together is undermined by national 
prerogatives, populists increase their political and societal 
power. Their triumph marks the end of open political dis-
course and transatlantic relations as they used to be. The 
ideas, opinions and election promises promulgated by their 

followers—first belittled, and then desperately rejected—
have taken root deeply in parliaments, bureaucracies and the 
society at large. Openly xenophobic statements and extreme 
isolationist prescriptions have become conventional and 
define the new mainstream in Europe as well as in the US.

The EU, as a regional institution, still exists but has effectively 
ceased to function. The European Commission, the European 
Parliament and the Brussels bureaucracy are now staffed 
by emissaries from national capitals who are sent there to 
keep the EU in check. As a result, cooperation, coordination 
and compromise between countries, if achieved at all, are 
marked by ever shifting coalitions and flexible alliances. Op-
portunism has led to hitherto unlikely partnerships which 
by the early 2020s have replaced yesterday’s affiliations of 
left and right. The EU population is well aware of the ero-
sion of the EU. The national level is strictly the only relevant 
political reference point for the populations in Europe and 
America. By 2025 this shift away from supranationalism and 
internationalism in general is complete. Both Europe and the 
US not only turn away from the world but also from each 
other. The rise of populist nationalism has led to an entirely 
inward-looking perspective of governments. National self-re-
liance and regaining independence are the common catch-
phrases of recent election manifestos and new government 
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programmes on both sides of the Atlantic. The only banner 
under which transatlantic cooperation is possible is that of 
protecting the Christian fatherlands against cultural dilution, 
foreign corporate greed and a threatening global intercon-
nectedness. The values, norms and other forms of identifica-
tion that used to unify the transatlantic partners, the EU and 
societies on both sides of the Atlantic belong to the past.

Towards the
‘Transatlantic War against Islam’

Fuelled by a collapse of Western policy in the late 2010s, the 
little that remains of North Africa and the Middle East is fast 
falling apart. As a result of violence and destruction, radical 
jihadism is deeply entrenched in the region. Still, the hope 
of finding a better life and relative safety in Europe continues 
to attract hundreds of thousands of refugees. But because 
Europe is closed, several of the world’s biggest refugee slums 
now lie directly on Europe’s doorstep. In turn the misery 
along European borders is reassuring right-wing populist 
parties and their propaganda against everything foreign. 
Hardliners in the US government benefit from the refugee 
crisis as Europe is stylised to a negative model of what hap-
pens without a firm and robust government that protects 
citizens against external influences. The plight in the region 
is aggravated as development and humanitarian assistance 
budgets are cut to pay for some of the new expenses related 
to enhanced border control capabilities, one of the few areas 
where groups of countries still find enough common ground 
for cooperation. A wave of new surveillance legislation and 
technology in Europe and the United States is being intro-
duced amid fears of domestic terror attacks imported from 
a neighbourhood in ruins. 

As populist governments deliver on their promises, the eco-
nomic consequences of their policies quickly become obvi-
ous. As economic ties are severed for ideological reasons, 
national wealth, productivity, employment and competi-
tiveness dive. This is accelerated by the disintegration and 
de facto dissolution of EU structures and institutions: the 
end of the Schengen area in 2018–2019, the euro and the 
single market, together with the crash of stock markets fol-
lowing the 2020 US presidential election, push both Europe 
and the United States into a deep economic crisis. As trade 
flows dwindle and narratives of national self-reliance and 
economic independence replace economic policies, govern-
ments try legitimising their claim to power by steering public 
attention away from their failures.

Against the backdrop of increasing economic hardship at 
home and Europe’s neighbourhood in flames, the former 
market economies of Europe and the US are being turned 

into war economies by the mid-2020s by their desperate 
leaders. This is prepared ideologically with the fight against 
an enemy of terrorist networks in the ‘arc of extremism’ be-
tween Marrakesh and Bangladesh, a region that is consid-
ered to have created so many problems for the hardworking 
citizens of Europe and the United States.

Almost as a side effect, relations with Russia have never 
been better. Moscow, having effectively lost its former 
Western rivals thanks to the rise of the populists in Europe 
and America, joins the emerging alliance. In their Budapest 
communiqué leaders from several European countries, the 
United States and Russia officially declare the ‘Transatlantic 
War against Islam’.

Indicators

A number of events would indicate whether this scenario 
would be realised.  These include: a steady flow of refugees (as 
seen in 2015 and beyond); high levels and new forms of crime 
committed by foreigners (like on New Year’s Eve in Cologne); 
ever more terrorist attacks on both sides of the Atlantic with 
an Islamist background producing growing fear; a failed inte-
gration process and desolate immigrant suburbs (‘banlieues’); 
the ongoing, unresolved financial and euro crisis, spreading 
to more and more countries; a high unemployment rate ac-
companied by a growing rift between the rich and the poor; 
distribution battles at the lower end of the social spectrum 
(e.g. low wage sector, subsidised housing, health care, edu-
cation); a growing frustration amongst the people in Europe 
and the US, with the feeling of being left alone by established 
parties and the resulting formation of protest movements (e.g. 
Pegida) and social unrest; growing xenophobia; the rise of 
populist right-wing and left-wing parties, winning elections 
in Europe, member state after member state; the victory of 
radical candidates (such as Donald Trump) in US elections; the 
adoption by established political parties of former ‘extreme’ 
positions to avoid losing voters; ‘extreme’ positions becoming 
the ‘new normal’ in Europe, being widely accepted by the pub-
lic and presented regularly in the media; the EU fails to deliver 
(e.g. no European solution to the refugee crisis, the euro crisis 
and the new ‘terror crisis’) and is seen as part of the problem 
rather than part of the solution; rising nationalism; the end of 
the euro as a common currency; Brexit and the subsequent 
departure of other member states from the EU; the USA leav-
ing NATO due to isolationist foreign policy and frustration 
about lack of European burden-sharing; the dissolution of the 
European Union as we know it (e.g. malfunctioning institu-
tions, no common policies, non-compliance of the member 
states with EU law), of diplomatic ties between Europe and the 
US as well as between European member states, and of trade 
agreements (e.g. halt to TTIP negotiations); media coverage 
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The West is crashing to the ground

The transformations in the EU and the US have severe con-
sequences on international politics. The West not only loses 
its economic power and the willingness to shape the inter-
national system but also much of its international reputation 
and ability to shape global affairs. The lesson for the inter-
national community from the years leading up to 2025 is 
that democracy, in the end, was an experiment gone terribly 
wrong. A mercantilist Asia emerges to fill the void.

of political and economic developments on the other side 
of the Atlantic; further loss of economic power on both sides 
of the Atlantic, leading to an ever greater decrease of socio-
economic well-being of respective societies and the gradual 
development of war economies; humanitarian catastrophes 
(e.g. refugee slums at the borders of Europe); violent conflict 
at European borders which eventually leads to the declaration 
of the war against Islam; and the rapprochement between 
former European Union member states and the United States 
only in the ‘common’ war against Islam. 
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the field of robotics. Due to the success of reform efforts, the 
country manages to sustain economic growth, albeit on a 
lower level than in the early 2000s. Domestically, the Chinese 
government suppresses dissenting voices and secures its 
governance capabilities. 

Pulling in the same direction

In an ever-increasing number of multilateral fora, the EU 
speaks with a coherent voice. It possesses its own rapid 
response forces, based in Rammstein and Cannes. China is 
politically stable. It has a strong interest in international co-
operation. The country’s government is convinced that the 
country has benefited greatly from the global (economic) 
order and continues to do so. It strives towards further inte-
gration via existing institutions, rules and frameworks, such 
as the WTO, the World Bank and the IMF, as well as regional 
free trade agreements. The EU and China adopt a common 
stance towards fighting climate change. The two meet be-
fore COPs in order to align their interests. These dialogues 
frequently result in joint proposals, not only within the UN-
FCCC framework but also in financing the international fight 
against climate change. 

Driving forces

The EU has not only successfully managed a number of 
 difficulties, most notably the euro currency crisis and the 
integration of the many refugees it welcomed in the course 
of the Syrian civil war, but also implemented a rigorous 
lessons-learned process which led to a deepening of EU 
integration. 

Climate change impacts emerge prominently. While mitiga-
tion strategies are high on the EU’s and on China’s agenda, 
it becomes clear that international cooperation is necessary 
and viable. 

Innovations in the energy and digital technology sectors re-
quire markets of substantial size that generate high demand. 
Therefore, cooperation between the two leading technol-
ogy innovators is highly encouraged. Chinese companies, 
especially, are highly interested in entering international 
markets. They push the country’s government to engage in 
international cooperation efforts, for example for designing 
regulatory standards. Demographic change puts high pres-
sure on China. The shrinking working population spurs the 
necessity for technological innovation, for example within 

The authors of this scenario wish to remain anonymous.

Playing ball.
Towards pragmatic co-integration

In this scenario the EU has successfully overcome its difficulties and EU integration deepens. The impacts of climate 
change emerge prominently all over the world. In order to tackle these impacts, Chinese and European companies 
develop innovative technologies. Domestically, the Chinese government continues suppressing dissenting voices and 

fosters its governance capacity. 

European Union and China



|   European Union in the World 2025   |   Scenarios for EU relations with its neighbours and strategic partners 17European Union 2025 – Strategic partners   |   European Union and China   |

In 2025, building on a host of constructive experiences, rang-
ing from effective diplomatic cooperation in solving the Syr-
ian conflict to collaborations in technology and cooperation 
for fighting climate change, a strengthened EU that has man-
aged the refugee crisis well, and a stable China, decide to 
take their relationship to a new level by starting negotiations 
for a free trade zone. Neither side ceases to emphasise the 
great symbolic meaning of these negotiations. 

Indicators

China is a reliable and active participant in international or-
ganisations, regimes and fora. The country helps to finance 
global institutions, such as the World Bank, the IMF and the 
UN agencies. It frequently voices policy and project propos-
als. The country complies with international laws, especially 
regarding maritime claims. 

The EU becomes an important actor in global politics. Coun-
tries do not leave the EU and societies of EU member states 
widely perceive the EU as ‘useful’. A deepening of integration 
is visible. Eurosceptic parties therefore lose support. Most 
significantly, concrete proposals for EU military forces are 
now seriously discussed. 

China and the EU coordinate with each other and play an 
active and responsible role in the MENA region. 

Following the pragmatic path

China can benefit greatly from integrating itself into the 
global order. The EU can play an important role in making 
this happen. However, the hurdles are comparatively high. 
The EU need to act as a unitary actor and has to find a prag-
matic approach vis-à-vis the authoritarian regime. 

Innovations which help to fight climate change impacts 
 require comprehensive global cooperation. The EU could 
use climate change issues to push a broader agenda, not 
only covering CO2 limits but also green finance and tech-
nology transfers as well as inventing new coordinated ap-
proaches. 

Going hand in hand 

From 2016 to 2020, EU institutions and member state gov-
ernments work hard to find lasting solutions to the current 
refugee crisis. Mechanisms for exchanging best practices for 
integrating the newcomers into society and the labour mar-
kets are established. Across the EU, registration centres are 
put up, in which the procedures for granting asylum move 
swiftly. While all member states agree that welcoming refu-
gees is important, they negotiate how many refugees are 
sent to each country. Adopting a long-term perspective, the 
different agencies think about tackling the roots of migra-
tion. In 2018, the EU succeeds in lobbying China to indirectly 
intervene in the Syrian conflict by convincing Putin (with 
economic incentives) to support the UN approach. The EU 
convinces China to intervene in this distant conflict by of-
fering visa facilitations and economic privileges – just as it 
engaged Turkey in 2016.

In 2021, with privileged access to the EU markets, China de-
cides to move forward with green finance and announces 
its new ‘Sustainable Innovation Programme’. The Ministry of 
Commerce financially supports private enterprises from Chi-
na in setting up joint R&D centres in the European market. 
The European Commission drafts a regulation that EU-based 
innovation projects should—regardless of their actual and 
legal location in the EU—pay a modest European Climate 
Tax instead of a national company tax. 

In late 2021, China also announces an IMF initiative to add an 
additional 300 million dollars per year to the UN’s Green Cli-
mate Fund in order to support mitigation research in the field 
of ultra-efficient batteries. The EU voices its support for the 
initiative and contributes additional funding, mostly com-
ing from incomes generated by the European Climate Tax.

In 2023, realising that cooperation in developing technol-
ogy is crucial, China and the EU establish a patent pool for 
innovation and climate change technologies. While the ne-
gotiations take quite a while, companies quickly realise the 
pool’s potential and start setting up more and more of the 
joint R&D incubators with assets on both continents. The 
number of exchange students jumps and bilingual business 
schools are established.
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global export, making it even more difficult for European 
manufacturers to catch up. The most prominent example 
of this development is the automotive sector, which is fully 
digitalised and fuelled by electricity. Many other strategically 
important industries benefit from this innovation, including 
the Internet economy, the information and communication 
sector and Chinese software developers, who formed alli-
ances during the setting-up process. Therefore China has 
transformed into a society based on innovation and service 
orientation and the EU and China have swapped leadership 
positions in a lot of frontier technologies, in particular in 
green technologies and energy-related R&D. 

The innovating force of China

China is eager to dominate green and information technolo-
gies. Thanks to its large and strong mainland economy and 
its centralised policymaking, China quickly develops, adapts 
and exports cutting-edge green technologies. The Chinese 
state and its financially powerful provinces lead the push to-
wards key technologies set out in the five-year plans. These 
efforts are part of the strategy ‘Made in China 2025’. The Chi-
nese government has developed advanced environmental 
technologies such as e-mobility and renewable energy but 

Fighting over technology

The key drivers of this scenario are EU coherence (effective-
ness and efficiency) and energy technology innovation. 
As the EU starts to put in place sustainable EU economic 
governance mechanisms, nationalist and protectionist ten-
dencies within member states and the parties that thrive on 
these tendencies lose in popularity. The EU can reassign a 
considerable amount of the resources devoted to crisis man-
agement to the more active monitoring and shaping of in-
ternational affairs. Within this scenario by 2025 the Eurozone 
moves towards the establishment of a ‘genuine’ economic 
and fiscal union, in which the EU institutions have greater 
competence to react.  A fully revised and comprehensive 
EU foreign and security policy strategy further provides the 
basis for effective coordination of the actions of the member 
states and the EU level in this sphere of policy.

Patent pools, massive state investment in R&D and educa-
tion system reform enable China to commercialise e-mobil-
ity, renewable energies, satellite navigation and intelligent 
transport systems and telecommunications infrastructure 
on a massive scale, also creating knowledge spillover effects.
Trade flows for innovative technologies between the EU 
and China are reversed.  China sets its own standards for 

Made in
China 2025

In this scenario China has undergone massive structural reforms and has benefitted from the increased effectiveness 
of public spending between 2015 and 2025. As a result, it is possible to secure a leading position in a large number of 
technologies shaping the future to 2025. Energy-intensive and ineffective industries have been drastically reduced. This 

has led to a shift in the economic structure in China. Formally based on cheap labour and the export of low-tech products 
and investments, the move towards innovation, service and consumer-orientated solid growth has shown first results. In 
contrast, the European Union has lost the race to keep the pole position in key R&D positions. The reason is its ineffective 
federal system and its loosening financial power. A decade of deflation has led to the cutting of public funding in research 
and innovation. In addition the EU has become increasingly protectionist—and as such is forced to coordinate its policies 
towards China. On the other hand the EU has overcome its disintegrationist tendencies of the years of the refugee crisis. 
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country is able to address these issues effectively. The Minis-
try of Environment has gained in competences. A revised En-
vironmental Protection Law is in force, meaning higher fines 
for environmental violations, and is successfully enforced. 

Products ‘made in China’ become market leaders. Fearing 
 being left behind the EU intensifies its protectionism to-
wards China. Nevertheless the EU loses its leading position 
in a lot of innovation and technology frontiers. In 2025 China 
leads on setting international technology standards. Tech-
nology transfer from China to the EU becomes reality. 

Indicators

There are several indicators that can show us that we are 
moving into this scenario

 — More and more appealing technology brands from China 
are available on international markets 

 — Growing number of domestic start-ups and innovation 
patents

 — Fewer Chinese scientists and engineers go overseas for 
training

 — More and more international scientist teams work for 
Chinese companies or research units—reversal of scien-
tific flow from Europe to China

 — Growing number of publications in internationally 
 acclaimed scientific journals by Chinese scientists

 — EU is moving towards an ever-closer union—unifying 
foreign policy and streamlining trade with foreign policy 
interests

 — EU–China relations set guidelines for China’s meetings 
with European member states

Unifying resources and will

The economic balance of power will clearly shift towards 
China, which will have several implications.

As to its financial strength, Chinese investment in Europe 
is strong, as seen for example in Chinese companies sitting 
on the boards of major European companies. With this eco-
nomic strength China influences the EU in becoming more 
coherent and centralised in order to strengthen their nego-
tiation power.

The implication for the EU is to strengthen its institutions, 
committing to a structural reform towards a common fiscal, 
energy, labour market and public financial policy. As such, 
the EU will adapt, in part, the centralised role of the Chinese 
state power. Collective European bargaining will dominate 
trade relations. The implications for the EU with regard to 

also information technology as key sectors for the achieving 
of economic competitiveness in the future.

China will always look to cooperate (enhance cooperation) 
with the biggest and strongest, i.e. the US and EU. The trilat-
eral relationship (US-China-EU) is crucial both for the three 
parties as well as the development and dynamism of the 
international sphere (see also below).

A politically strong but economically weak Europe has found 
a coherent common policy, which is more centralised to-
wards Brussels and gives less power to the individual state 
governments. However, having suffered from a debt bur-
den and a long deflationary phase of zero growth, Europe 
has lost its stronghold as an economic powerhouse. In 2025 
this is also felt in the area of environmental technologies, as 
Europe has lost its leadership role as a first mover in setting 
the technology standards. 

The dragon is leading the way

In 2016 a global financial crisis hits the world economy, of 
which the EU is hit the hardest. Major European automotive 
manufacturers lose their most innovative design teams as 
a majority head to China to join the transportation revolu-
tion. Subsequently EU members are forced to coordinate 
their policies towards China. The Energiewende and the Paris 
climate goals are seriously endangered in the EU.

The Chinese and Indian governments set up the Sino-Indian 
Energy Transition Platform to develop cooperation projects 
in the field of sustainable energy supply in both countries. 
The agenda also includes industrial projects and export 
strategies in the fields of storage technology, wind and solar 
power stations and energy efficiency in buildings.

China lives through a major phase of ‘hard landing’. Having 
fired several top politicians China establishes a strict and 
large-scale fiscal spending programme. The move towards 
a green economy leads to a temporary economic slowdown 
and social unrest as unemployment rises. However, jobs and 
growth are rapidly generated once the environmental indus-
try is established and Chinese products successfully enter 
the world market.

In the long run China extends its funding to large-scale R&D 
programmes and more effectively: in 2020 Beijing and other 
large cities see declining pollution (due to mitigation mea-
sures, energy transformation, e-mobility) and become more 
attractive for talents from the EU (‘brain drain’). Pollution and 
water contamination are on the way to being controlled. 
Thanks to China’s financial strength and centralised power the 
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climate policy depend to a large degree on the relationship 
between China and the US. If China and the US are in the 
lead together, it means that the process of the negotiations 
would highly possibly be less multilateral and be bypassing 
the UN. While leading to a broad pro-climate coalition, this 
would primarily be detrimental for smaller counties, as the 
process would be less inclusive. Total EU emissions are in-
creasingly marginal against those of the US, China and India. 
In the past persuading those major actors to join common 
action was also driven by material interest for the EU green 
industries. Losing technological leadership however should 
not end the EU’s external engagement within the process. It 
should still be driven by normative commitment and policy-
building. A strict climate change mitigation regime that is 
cooperatively implementing effective strategies is still very 
much in the EU’s interest. 

Wiebke Rabe, Hertie School of Governance
Rainer Stinner, German Council on Foreign Relations
(DGAP)

EU gliding aside

Weak governance within a fragmented European Union is among the core characteristics that shape Sino-Euro 
relationships in 2025 as part of this scenario. Joint EU decision-making in foreign and security policy will merely 
be a wishful, yet unfeasible, undertaking. EU-critical voices will be dominating public discourses in most EU 

member states, even if their parties will not be represented in all national parliaments by that time. China, on the other 
hand, will have successfully overcome a period of economic uncertainty. It will have mounted into an internationally even 
more assertive, strong and stable state, providing reliable economic growth and prosperity to its citizens. As a result, this 
scenario assumes a China which will have no choice but to cherry-pick bilateral relationships with European countries in 
order to partner with the disintegrated continent. The EU member states, at the same time, will find themselves in fierce 
competition amongst each other trying their utmost to flatter the new global power in order to get their individual lion’s 
share out of scattered, unilateral approaches. 

Chinese agility
meets European stalemate

The Chinese political system will have yet again demon-
strated flexible adaptation to domestic challenges. It will 
thus have been able to withstand uncertainties that the 
country had faced during the years 2015–2016 such as a 
slowdown of economic growth, labour protests, crashes on 
the stock market and environmental degradation. This sce-
nario therefore presumes that China will be able to secure 
stable economic growth rates of around six per cent annu-
ally, avoiding increasing unemployment rates. The renminbi 
will become one of the internationally accepted currencies 
and its share in the IMF Special Drawing Rights will be in-

creased gradually. Domestically, demonstrations and pro-
tests against pollution will persist. However, a widespread 
quest for political change will not be in sight. Furthered by 
the country’s ‘Made in China 2025’ strategy, technological 
innovation will have rendered Chinese small and medium-
sized enterprises internationally competitive and pushed 
the team of giant conglomerates of national champions on 
the global market. Massive state-led investment in higher 
education and research and development will have al-
lowed for technological innovation. Sectors such as ultra-
high-voltage electricity transmission and smart grids, public 
transport, digitalisation of social life and medical science 
among others will be making it easier for China to become 
an ‘industrial superpower’ by 2049—in time for the People’s 
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regions such as North America and Australia as well as South 
America and Africa more relevant. China will have learned 
to choose its European partners selectively only in order to 
get the best deals for its own sake. Having heavily invested 
in its own high-tech innovations over previous years, China 
will also have achieved great independence from European 
technological capacities. Finally, the Chinese system of quick 
decision-making chains as part of its political structure al-
lowing for the fast realisation of infrastructure projects and 
development is attractive for other developing countries. 
They regard China’s fast support during crises such as dis-
eases in addition to unconditional economic cooperation 
with non-democratic regimes as an attractive role model. 
On the other hand, European democratic institutions, which 
resulted in stalemates, struggles and minimal common de-
nominator decisions, will have left a taste of inefficiency on 
the international palate. The EU member states’ condition-
ality and selective approaches towards development aid 
cannot keep up with China’s infrastructure built up around 
the world. Altogether, this will trigger a process in which 
European countries are left behind. Particularly European 
countries with little to offer to China barely remain a foot-
note in Sino–European relations.

China’s boost

This scenario expects critical events happening that will 
cause path dependencies provoking a process of European 
dissolution. It supposes a United Kingdom that will be leav-
ing the European Union as a result of the referendum on 
EU membership in June 2016. Following this example other 
European countries’ governments will face increasing pres-
sure by populist parties pushing them to hold referenda on 
the question of remaining in the European Union and in the 
Eurozone. In the course of 2017–2020 governments in coun-
tries such as Hungary, Poland and also Greece may consider 
leaving the European Union. Parties in other countries, such 
as Austria, France, the Netherlands and Germany, will call for 
‘opt-out clauses’. 

These developments could result in the advent of the re-
structuring of the European Union’s core political archi-
tecture. Accordingly, some countries that share common 
interests may build coalitions and cooperate in areas where 
interests overlap. The present Schengen area could thus be 
replaced by a ‘core Schengen’ or be limited to bilateral free 
movement agreements between willing countries only. 
Negotiations on the Eurozone will be a main issue and the 
possibility that individual countries, such as Greece, leave 
the Eurozone may become a valid option by 2020 due to 
concrete proposals being made on how this can be imple-
mented. During the upcoming two elections for the Euro-

Republic’s 100th anniversary. At the same time, sectors 
manufacturing and assembling technological equipment 
will have been shifted to other parts of the world. Finally, 
Xi Jinping’s ambitious infrastructure project, the ‘Belt and 
Road’ initiative, will be spanning over the world, binding 
countries in Central and South Asia, Africa and also Europe 
more closely to China and catapulting the Middle Kingdom 
to the economic centre of the world. 

On the other side of the Eurasian plate, the idea of an ever-
closer union of Europe will have been put on hold. Insecure 
sections of European populations will have allowed for an in-
crease of power by populist and highly EU-opposing parties. 
They will have been able to further push for disintegrating 
developments and a renationalisation of formerly common 
European policies, leading to a loss of joint decision-making 
abilities in many policy areas. Dividing conflict lines over 
how to deal with the most pressing crises within the Eu-
ropean Union which had increasingly taken shape during 
the financial crisis will have spilled over to policy areas that 
had formerly formed the basic pillars of the European Union, 
such as the free movement of people and workers. European 
populations’ ideological foundations with regards to human 
rights and human protection will be drifting apart and ne-
gotiations and disputes within the Council of the European 
Union will demonstrate the internal disruption among EU 
member states. The development of a set of common Eu-
ropean values—highly contested among scholars of Euro-
pean studies before—will have turned into an unrealistic 
pipe dream. 

Towards the EU’s disintegration

Occupied by these internal political and societal disagree-
ments the EU will be incapable of crafting a common policy 
approach towards China. It will offer a large number of rough 
policy ideas ranging from education to environmental pro-
tection to China. Yet, being occupied by internal disputes, 
the EU will be unable to prioritise among them, thus ad-
journing their realisation sine die. Instead, each member 
state will formulate its own China policy goal, each trying 
to take advantage of this EU-wide deadlock and pushing 
Brussels further aside. 

At the same time, the disintegration of Europe will have led 
to a resigning atmosphere among Chinese policymakers; 
having been sceptical of the European Union as a supra-
national body early on, belief in the efficiency of this joint 
project as such will have vanished. Common European struc-
tures will no longer be attractive for China and the idea of 
a multipolar world alongside a strong European Union will 
seem even more unrealistic. China will therefore deem other 
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pean Union and China and, thus, controls for developments 
taking place in third countries. In doing so, the likelihood 
that this scenario plays out can be found in indicators in 
some of the developments we are currently witnessing. On 
the EU side, the refugee crisis following the euro crisis splits 
Europe and even close neighbours; Austria’s building up of 
border controls and particularly related tensions with Italy 
are just one example. Also Poland’s new government and the 
increasing support for right-wing parties during elections in 
France and Germany hint at critical times for pro-European 
voices. The idea of a united, strong Europe generates only 
marginal enthusiasm in large sections of the European pub-
lic. Instead, violence against asylum accommodation as well 
as public protests and demonstrations portray a generally 
EU-critical, hostile and internally divided atmosphere. 

In addition, the ongoing negotiations on the question of 
whether and how to grant China market economy status by 
the end of 2016 indicate the indecision amongst EU member 
states. The delay in dealing with this pressing topic on the EU 
level hints towards an EU that is preoccupied with internal 
troubles. It also hints towards an EU unable to define joint 
approaches on some of the most urgent foreign economic 
policy issues. The lack of common ground on how to deal 
with China, which is guided by a significantly different po-
litical economy, also demonstrates the inability to develop 
a common European identity. Instead, as Great Britain im-
pressively demonstrated by rolling out the red carpet for 
President Xi Jinping in 2015, national interests may overrule 
European solidarity. 

At the same time, increasing Chinese investments in infra-
structure projects around the world are further indicators 
that China’s international presence and influence is mount-
ing. The building up of international organisations such as 
the ‘Belt and Road’ initiative, the Asian Infrastructure Invest-
ment Bank and the New Development Bank BRICS under 
Xi Jinping during recent years has generated international 
acceptance and approval, suggesting that China’s leadership 
is gaining supporters. The Shanghai Cooperation Organisa-
tion proves changing dynamics towards gaining regional 
influence; alongside India, Pakistan was also granted full 
membership in 2015. Moreover, China’s expanding role in UN 
peacekeeping missions, the deployment of its first military 
base on the Horn of Africa and China’s vast assistance against 
Ebola indicate the country’s augmenting international pres-
ence beyond economic affairs. Finally, the breathtaking digi-
talisation of Chinese society and industry are the tip of the 
iceberg concerning technological innovation ‘made in China’. 

These indicators suggest a certain likelihood of this scenario. 
However, disruptive events within China, unforeseen inci-
dents such as epidemics or large-scale natural disasters as 

pean parliament until 2025, EU-opposing parties will have 
gained more seats than ever before. 

Internal disputes in the European Union will also play out 
in terms of international affairs. By December 2016, the Eu-
ropean Union will not have been able to negotiate satisfac-
tory conditions for most sides on how to grant China market 
economy status. While some countries such as Britain strong-
ly favour granting China full market economy status, other 
voices are opposed. Any decision taken by December 2016 
will therefore leave a sour taste in Europe with regards to 
European solidarity. Having been granted market economy 
status under only limited conditions, China will increase its 
economic advantage; oversupply in a vast range of indus-
tries will hurt European companies that are excluded from 
special conditions, making it less likely for them to survive. 
This will turn them into cheap investment sources for Chi-
nese global champions and small and medium-sized enter-
prises which, further pushed by China’s ‘go-global’ strategy, 
will self-confidently agitate on the international market. 
China will thereby manage to ensure the survival of some 
European companies. However, this also renders Europe’s 
economy more dependent on China’s financial sources.

During meetings with Chinese delegations, European gov-
ernments will be increasingly confronted with the ‘Belt and 
Road’ initiative. Lacking joint visions, the EU will miss the 
opportunity to help shape this large infrastructure network. 
European leaders will find themselves in a passive position 
only able to accept China’s further development of the initia-
tive during the course of the next ten years. Financed with 
Chinese-led instruments it will allow China to increase its 
influence in the targeted regions. By 2025 the initiative will 
have transformed into a strong international foreign policy 
strategy navigating China into the global centre of economic 
and security-related politics. China’s international assertive-
ness which started taking shape since the beginning of the 
Xi Jinping’s administration crystallised thanks to this initia-
tive combined with the New Development Bank BRICS and 
the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank. The prevalent 
threat of global terrorism forces China to step back from its 
narrative of military non-intervention. In order to protect its 
Chinese nationals overseas working in investment projects in 
risk environments such as Nigeria or Pakistan, China will have 
built up its international military presence. The Shanghai 
Cooperation Organisation will have turned into an influential 
regional security organisation by 2025.

Indicators

Holding all variables beyond Europe and China stable, this 
scenario excludes intervening factors external to the Euro-
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to insecurity in the whole region. Simultaneously, the EU 
member states as such will have lost their credibility in terms 
of value-motivated justifications for their international en-
gagement and their criticism of non-democratic regimes. 
Moral-related statements towards China or other countries 
by individual EU member states will widely be regarded as a 
desperate European attempt to maintain its influence in the 
world. However, the EU will not be a key player in the world 
arena any more, leaving its place to other actors. Chinese-
led institutions will be gaining in influence, challenging the 
current international and post-Second World War order. Due 
to the lack of joint action, the EU will miss the opportunity 
to take part in shaping these institutions significantly. Only 
on a single-country basis will Europe be able to uphold its 
political clout. New conflicts between China and other pow-
ers such as the United States become more probable.

well as the possible ability of the EU’s institutions to over-
come current crises could have a significant impact on shap-
ing the relationship between the European Union and China. 
The likelihood that this scenario will play out in a way as de-
scribed above will be affected by these intervening variables. 

Losing influence

The outcome of this scenario would have tremendous im-
plications for the bilateral relations between China and the 
European Union in particular and for the balance of power 
in the world in general. The EU will have to discharge its 
possible role as a neutral third-party arbiter in conflicts in 
the Asia-Pacific region. This will decrease the likelihood 
of latent conflicts being resolved and, instead, contribute 
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Driving forces

The advent of this new regional outlook is brought about 
and made possible by a set of interwoven drivers. Some of 
these drivers are systemic, such as a permissive general eco-
nomic context, and others actor-related. These latter drivers 
include a change of governance in Kyiv, which results in ac-
tors from civil society and a technical government leading a 
serious reform process focusing on economic stabilisation, 
the reduction of high-level elite corruption and an overhaul 
of the public administration. This in turn triggers an upgrade 
of EU policy, meaning that much more substantial financial 
support is offered to Ukraine, but with a clearer and more 
systematic linkage of this support to strict and closely moni-
tored conditionality with regard to the implementation of 
reforms. Finally, a shift in direction of the Russian regime 
emerging from internal economic difficulties and an elite 
struggle results in a change of leadership, which leads to 
a more cooperative and less confrontational EU-Russia 
 relationship.

Economic and security breakthrough

The situation is optimal for the development, implementa-
tion and success of EU policies towards Ukraine in that the 
overarching regional context (including both the EU and the 
post-Soviet space) is characterised by a high degree of insti-
tutional and economic integration with the EU and European 
security organisations, by actual and perceived security for 
all states independent of size and capacity, and by flourish-
ing inter-societal relations.

The EU’s economy is booming. Its institutions are efficient in 
producing consensus and in implementing policies. Member 
states and their political leaders conduct a consistent and 
unified approach towards the Eastern Partnership countries 
and Russia, and enjoy steady backing from their societies 
in doing so. In other words, the EU is strong and confident 
enough to integrate new states, should it (and they) wish to. 
To that end, Brussels has developed new formats of integra-
tion, where member states and partners can enhance their 

Yalta reinvented

In this best case scenario, Eastern Europe is neither a ‘post-something’ space nor a more or less common ‘neighbourhood’ 
but one of the regional lungs of a broader, organic Europe stretching from the Atlantic to the Urals.  Steady political 
cooperation, thriving economic exchange and deep inter-societal relations are all guaranteed and encouraged by a 

re-invented regional structure. This structure amounts both to a full-fledged normative regime (for the strength and regu-
lating influence of its norms) and to a security community (where these shared values and a sense of common belonging 
underpin stability). In sketching this new regional structure, the symbol of Yalta is invoked for several reasons: as a model 
for its negotiated origins and its structuring effects; as an antithesis to its zero-sum game and non-normative texture; 
and as a symbol for its geographical location at the epicentre of the current crisis (i.e. Crimea) and more profoundly to 
emphasise that old historical tensions have been overcome with the reinvention of a common future.

David Cadier, The Finnish Institute of International Affairs (FIIA)
Stefan Meister, German Council on Foreign Relations (DGAP)
Susan Stewart, German Institute for International and Security
Affairs (SWP)

European Union and Ukraine & Russia
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new economic resources to the region; there is a substantial 
and durable change of direction by the Russian regime to-
wards liberal democracy and an open economy. Successive 
developments and decisions have sustained these trends.

This started with a change of government in Ukraine. Af-
ter a brief, unsuccessful interlude during which populism 
prevailed, fear of losing international funding and growing 
social unrest led to parliamentary elections which brought to 
power a strong, independent and reform-minded leadership. 
This new government successfully implemented an ambi-
tious reform of the state institutions. It also completed the 
decentralisation process and, over time, fully implemented 
all the provisions of the Deep and Comprehensive Agree-
ment (DCFTA) with the EU. 

In parallel and subsequently, contrary to initial fears, the EU 
emerged stronger from the migration crisis, which acted both 
as a wake-up call and a catalyst for greater European integra-
tion and reforms. Two major terrorist attacks in Berlin and Paris 
were prevented thanks to the cooperation of Turkey and the 
heroism of a group of asylum seekers from Syria, who discov-
ered, reported and helped neutralise a group of terrorists who 
had been hiding in their ranks to enter European territory. This 
led to a shift in the media narrative on the refugees and a blos-
soming of civil society initiatives to support them. A terrorist 
attack did happen however, in Brussels, against one of the EU 
institutions. This encouraged EU heads of state, led by the new 
German Chancellor and the new French President, to take new, 
radical measures towards greater integration. Overall, the way 
governments of EU member states and EU institutions handled 
these multiple crises endowed them with greater legitimacy 
and popular support. This is witnessed by the fact that, after 
successfully negotiating a new EU treaty, member states were 
confident enough to submit its ratification to an EU-wide ref-
erendum, which saw the new treaty endorsed by European 
populations. Reluctance towards electoral consultations on 
EU-related matters had already started eroding in 2016 after 
the British citizens opted to remain in the EU.

Meanwhile, repeated economic failures significantly eroded 
the domestic legitimacy of the Russian leadership and fa-
voured the emergence of a new governing elite that gradu-
ally installed itself at the core of power. This new elite group, 
based on economic liberals who were marginalised during 
the annexation of Crimea and Russia’s military involvement 
in Ukraine and Syria, started implementing structural eco-
nomic reforms as well as progressive political reforms that 
eventually paved the way for the liberalisation of the regime.

The internal situations of all three actors having significantly 
evolved for the better, they became more confident in en-
gaging with one another and better able to tackle collec-

interactions and pool their sovereignty in some sectors but 
not others (e.g. common market, Schengen, Eurozone, soci-
etal schemes). This selective integration leaves more leeway 
for countries like Ukraine to integrate with the EU. If actual 
EU membership is not seen as a preferred option for one or 
more of the neighbouring countries, strong bilateral and 
regional political dialogue as well as various issue-specific 
institutional platforms guarantee and foster deep and mean-
ingful relations. In any case, the EU has at least succeeded in 
developing rich, viable and mutually beneficial relations with 
its neighbours. Ukraine is reformed, stable and prosperous 
to the extent that it is in a position to apply for EU member-
ship—and so is Russia. 

These ties and exchanges are not just state-to-state, nor 
are they confined to the economic realm. Societal relations 
are thriving throughout the region—cultural, educational 
and scientific exchanges constitute their backbone. A new 
generation that has not known the Cold War and its ideo-
logical blinders has come to power. The free movement of 
ideas, information and people is not only guaranteed but 
also sought after.
  
These flourishing inter-state and inter-societal relations are 
made possible by a stable security situation. All territorial dis-
putes, including those that used to be known as ‘frozen con-
flicts’ like Abkhazia, South Ossetia, Karabakh and Transnistria, 
have been resolved. Transnistria has been integrated into 
a federalised Moldova, while in the South Caucasus Ab-
khazia has received an autonomous status within Georgia 
whereas South Ossetia has been united with North Ossetia 
as a republic of the Russian Federation. The national military 
apparatuses of Russia and the EU are not directed at each 
other, either in terms of equipment, exercises or discourses. 
Rather, a high level of transparency has been achieved and 
confidence-building measures are regularly conducted. 
Both Ukraine and Russia regularly participate in the crisis 
and conflict management missions of the EU’s Common 
Security and Defence Policy, which has reached a high level 
of integration and efficiency. Inside the region, the level of 
non-traditional security threats (e.g. terrorism, pandemics, 
human and drug trafficking, environmental hazards) is low 
while the resilience and cooperation of states against them 
is high. The external borders of each of the regional actors 
are safe and guaranteed. 

Towards a ‘new Charter
of Paris for a new era’

Parallel general trends have led to this new context (medium 
to long term): Ukraine has implemented deep and viable 
reforms; the EU has reformed its institutions and allocated 
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institutions. The status of an international territory allows for 
excellent financial conditions for regional businesses and the 
peninsula becomes a new European Silicon Valley, drawing 
on the university for research and development.

Indicators

Indicators of this scenario include: EU Foreign Direct Invest-
ments flowing into Ukraine; Transparency International and 
other indicators reporting low levels of corruption all across 
Ukraine; institutional changes towards deeper EU integra-
tion; and Freedom House and ease of business indicators 
pointing towards structural reform of the Russian economy 
and progressive liberalisation of its regime.

From internal consolidation
to greater external responsibility

The success of the EU as a major contributor to the creation 
of an overarching space of stability, prosperity and secu-
rity extending throughout its Eastern neighbourhood has 
several somewhat paradoxical implications. First, the EU 
is admired and taken more seriously as a model beyond 
the economic arena than before in the rest of the world. 
Although this gives the entity more potential for influence, 
the EU actually chooses not to take advantage of this new-
found power for at least a decade or so, instead opting 
to focus on and ensure the sustainability of the changes 
achieved inside Europe. It focuses indeed on consolidating 
the adherence to the European project among EU citizens 
rather than attempting to export it outside its borders. Nev-
ertheless, existing networks dealing with China as well as 
the MENA region continue to function and to some extent 
become stronger. Due to the disappearance of NATO and 
the emergence of a broader European security architecture, 
the EU becomes less dependent on the US. Transatlantic ties 
remain strong, but the two actors increasingly pursue in-
dependent agendas, leading to a less cohesive ‘West’ than 
the construct which existed previously. With time, the EU 
begins to show signs of being willing and able to take on 
greater responsibility for ensuring order in global trouble 
spots, which is welcomed by the US. In the long term this 
leads to an approach to various international conflicts which 
is less militarised than in earlier years. Rather, it is charac-
terised by a holistic logic and a division of labour in which 
different European states take the lead depending on the 
conflict situation.

tive problems, resolve underlying disputes and revamp their 
relations. 

This started with the resolution of each and every linger-
ing territorial dispute, a process in which the OSCE played 
a central role. The last but most symbolic achievement in 
this regard was the resolution of the Crimean question. The 
peninsula became an international territory administered 
by the OSCE, which moved its headquarters to Yalta. The 
OSCE Secretariat was given new competences and gained 
new authority. 

The resolution of the territorial disputes opened the way 
to the successful negotiation of an overarching regional 
security treaty—a ‘new Charter of Paris for a new era’. With 
this architecture in place, other regional organisations 
were better able to cooperate with one another and sev-
eral redefined their mission and identity. The EU and Russia 
worked towards the establishment of a true and function-
ing common economic space. NATO has been dismantled: 
the political and strategic links between Europe and the US 
remain strong but mainly bilateral. Washington’s attention 
and resources have indeed been redirected towards the 
Pacific, especially after China launched a surprise military 
operation and annexed an island belonging to Vietnam (the 
referendum Beijing organised there was not recognised as 
valid by the international community). EU countries on their 
part have significantly invested in their militaries and built 
their own new alliance. Russia is not part of it but closely 
cooperates with EU countries on political and military issues 
through the reformed OSCE.

Out of regime insecurity at home and pushed by a new na-
tionalist ideology, Russia’s pivot to China failed, because of 
growing rivalry in Central Asia and competing influences in 
the Russian Far East. Beijing is experiencing conflicts not just 
with its Asian neighbours but also regarding Russia. China 
desires to expand its economic influence in the Russian Far 
East and therefore attempts to foster unrest in the region: 
its security services finance, train and provoke a series of 
public protests that become known as the ‘tea revolutions’. 
This leads Russia to see China as a much greater enemy than 
the EU or even the US as well as to the dismantling of the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation.

Crimea became a hub for and symbol of flourishing East–
West cooperation. A pan-European University has been cre-
ated there, offering high-quality teaching and offering es-
tablished dual programmes with several major educational 
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Points of departure

There are several presumptions on which the scenario rests. 
Being the cognitive basis on which the scenario hinges, 
some key aspects shall be explicitly mentioned. First of all 
the Ukrainian transformation success is mainly dependent 
on its domestic politics. Even though the EU is able to grant 
incentives for transformation, externally initiated democrati-
sation appears as an illusion. The domestic balance between 
reformist and conservative political actors turns out to be 
crucial for whether and how external incentives are used. The 
political influence of oligarchs and thus particularistic com-
mercial interests in Ukraine seems a rather stable parameter 
in Ukrainian politics given that some pivotal political actors 
are simultaneously oligarchs. As long as commercial lever-
age can be translated into political power and the domestic 
reform-minded actors are unable to challenge this state of 
things, the profound overhaul of the system of governance 
seems highly unlikely. Furthermore Russia maintains its 
neo-imperial claim to influence politics in its ‘near abroad’. 

Given strong nationalism and support for the annexation of 
Crimea, it seems highly likely that any foreign policy aiming 
at the preservation of rights for Russian minorities in the 
post-Soviet space is domestically highly popular. In the near 
future, Russian authorities may compensate for economic 
failures by promoting a proactive foreign policy to main-
tain Russian control in its neighbourhood. It is not conceiv-
able that Russia will give back Crimea to Ukraine and even 
abandoning the separatists’ regime in Eastern Ukraine will 
come—if at all—at a very high price for Ukraine and/or the 
West.

At the same time the EU will not be primarily focused on 
Ukraine in the years to come. Neither the migration nor the 
Euro crises seem to be tackled for good. As soon as one of 
these crises erupts again, a viable solution will have prior-
ity over democratisation in Ukraine. Moreover, EU member 
states differ in their vested interests in Eastern Europe and 
the more challenges the EU faces, the less probable a con-
sistent Eastern policy will be.

Gustav Gressel, European Council on Foreign Relations (ECFR)
Thomas Mehlhausen, University of Potsdam
Weronika Priesmeyer-Tkocz, European Academy Berlin
Iryna Solonenko, German Council on Foreign Relations (DGAP) / European
University Viadrina

The downfall of the West –
the last laugh is the best!

The worst-case scenario describes the downward spiral of a failing state in Ukraine, a discordant and overstrained 
European Union, an increasingly isolationist and non-committing US and a neo-imperial Russia. While Ukraine 
slides from one domestic crisis into another, the EU and the US lose hope in Ukrainian transformation and withdraw 

their assistance. Simultaneously, Russia seizes its chance of tightening its grip on Kyiv. This fits into a general pattern 
in Eastern Europe: while the EU struggles with its never-ending migration and Euro crises, the US under the presidency 
of Donald Trump followed his isolationist approach by withdrawing its troops from Europe and suspending article 5 of 
the NATO Treaty in order to focus on a global rivalry with China. President Putin seizes the opportunity of reinstalling a 
quasi-hegemonic regime in Eastern Europe to distract his electorate from domestic troubles. In lack of any alternatives, 
the Baltic States have to subdue to the impertinent demands of their Eastern neighbour and turn neutral and enter into 
comprehensive cooperation with Moscow. The West has lost cohesiveness and courtesy and thus global attraction, while 
Russia dictates the rules in Eastern Europe.



28 |   European Union in the World 2025   |   Scenarios for EU relations with its neighbours and strategic partners

Eventually the US will be faced with intense public debts 
and increased global rivalry with China. For decades the US 
intended to sustain their global commitments by encourag-
ing European countries to invest more in their own security. 
While this does not necessarily translate into an isolationist 
approach, any president has to counter isolationist criti-
cism by proponents of a more US-focused foreign policy 
approach.

All go down in flames

There are three key drivers behind this scenario. The most 
crucial one is the failed transformation in Ukraine. The 
bumpy road of unfinished and never-implemented reforms, 
overhauling corruption and destabilisation in the country 
leads Ukraine to the edge of a failed state. The entanglement 
of political and economic interests of pivotal actors in Kyiv 
hampers reforms, which leads to social unrest and decreased 
stability. While this lowers the capacity to participate in the 
EU and NATO integration processes, it also lowers Ukraine’s 
resilience to counter pressure from Russia, which Moscow 
makes good use of and increasingly influences domestic 
processes in Ukraine.

The second driving force is the divided transatlantic com-
munity. The EU member states are hampered by a bunch of 
domestic, economic and foreign policy crises and are not 
able to come up with a coherent and effective strategy on 
either the EU or Ukraine. Given that the EU’s modus operandi 
was lately persistently driven by crises to which it could only 
react and hardly control their development, it seems likely 
that the traditional limited prospective approach of EU poli-
cies perpetuates into the future. A wide range of national 
interests obstruct an effective common approach, and the 
EU institutions become increasingly engaged in mediating 
among member states and rivalling political agendas. The EU 
as an entity becomes sidelined in international negotiations. 
In the United States, President Trump diverts the country 
into an era of isolationism and populism. The US withdraws 
its troops from Europe, and the Euro-Atlantic institutions 
lose credibility. Moreover, public debts and global rivalry 
with China restrain the US’ ability to compromise. As the US 
withdraws from Europe, Ukraine loses the most committed 
supporter of its sovereignty, security and democratisation 
process and is left alone to face Russian aggression.

The third driving force is the destructive role of Russia. In the 
absence of active and coherent Western policy, Russia can 
increasingly tap into the multiple voids the West has left be-
hind. This is supported by an increasingly nationalist attitude 
of the Russian population, which overwhelmingly supported 
the annexation of Crimea. Moscow as a new gravitational 

centre in Eastern Europe is a vision that can compensate for 
economic deficiencies within Russia due to failed economic 
modernisation and Western sanctions in the course of the 
Ukraine conflict. Therefore, Russian leaders have no inclina-
tion to become more cooperative in Eastern Europe. More-
over, there is a risk of instability spreading in Russia, with its 
leaders having more incentive to take irrational decisions, 
including the use of nuclear weapons. 

Tipping points

Ukraine never really got on a strong and stable track of 
transformation. A corrupt and inefficient public adminis-
tration kept sabotaging any efforts to make a difference. 
The reform of the judiciary has never been implemented 
and no rule of law has been established in the country. 
Ukraine remains dependent on Western support, but this 
support has dwindled, since ongoing and widespread cor-
ruption, inefficiency and oligarchism discouraged the West 
from engaging further in Ukraine. This led to a brain-drain 
in Ukraine and a drastically decreasing interest in Ukraine 
both in the EU and US media and in public awareness as 
hopes of transformation success waned. All in all, the fail-
ure of reforms and the lack of alignment to the EU’s norms 
and policies within the AA/DCFTA paper contributed to a 
negative image of Ukraine in the West and on international 
financial markets.

The EU itself has been shaken by ongoing and multiple cri-
ses. Major Near-East and North-African states (Syria, Iraq, 
Lebanon, Egypt, Libya) disintegrating into chaos spilled 
waves and waves of refugees to European shores. The stabil-
ity pact has been overhauled and an inflationary ‘race to the 
bottom’ set in. Not only are the two milestones of European 
integration—the Schengen Agreement and the Euro—at 
the brink of failure, but member states cannot find common 
denominators and do not speak externally with one voice. 
The EU exists formally but it is not capable of solving press-
ing challenges.

Globally, the Republican President Donald Trump can easily 
justify his isolationist vision for a US that focuses on inter-
nal problems with reference to the European crisis and the 
EU’s inability to assume global responsibility. The West is 
confronted with an ever-ambitious and self-confident Rus-
sian President Putin, who seizes on the weakness of the EU 
and the decreasing US leverage in Eastern Europe to mask 
his domestic weakness with a proactive and nationalist for-
eign policy. Paradoxically, Russia slowly emerges as the only 
sheet anchor there is for Ukraine. This, however, comes at the 
price of playing along with an ever-demanding emerging 
 hegemon in Eastern Europe.
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change and severe droughts in Africa encouraged even more 
economic migrants to seek opportunities in Europe. This 
inability to control migration flows challenged European 
integration, destabilised the domestic situation in the mem-
ber states and gave rise to populism, right-wing extremism 
and all kinds of terrorism. By enthusiastically constructing 
enemy images and a ubiquitous atmosphere of insecurity, 
anti-democratic and semi-authoritarian regimes managed 
to incrementally take the lead in Europe. Finally, even the 
last man standing—Germany—was unable to maintain 
the cohesion of society, politics and economy and slowly 
subdued to the right-wing demands of the Alternative für 
Deutschland (AfD) and other new protest parties and move-
ments. Second, the Euro crisis re-entered the agenda with 
unprecedented force. The EU member states took on debts 
in excess, hoping that inflation would ease their debt burden 
in the long run. However, this inflationary spiral got out of 
hand, and a huge currency crisis disrupted Europe’s ability to 
develop and finance any sort of sustainable common foreign 
and security policy. Athens bluntly failed to implement re-
forms and maintain itself on the international financial mar-
ket. Once Greece left the Eurozone, the fiscal crises spread 
like wildfire. This, again, nurtures nationalist propaganda of 
populist movements within the EU. These two major crises of 
European integration have serious implications for the glob-
al image of the EU, which turns from one of an appreciated 
club of wealthy and democratic states and thus a model for 
regional integration into a prime example of how regional 
integration can dramatically fail.

With regard to Russia, the EU member states started to look 
for new ways to get along with Moscow and first bypassed 
and then openly suspended sanctions. Some countries, 
such as Hungary and Romania, struck special economic, 
political and energy-security deals with Russia and China in 
the vain hope of rescuing their economies and sharing the 
refugee challenge in exchange for long-term stability prom-
ises. Those still trying to support Ukraine did not have the 
resources to do so effectively and cohesively. The different 
activities were poorly coordinated, as every country strived 
to maximise its own interests and profit from the chaotic 
situation in Ukraine by ‘cherry-picking’.

The US and Russia as the major global actors in the conflict 
in Ukraine adapted their strategy to meet their domestic 
demands. In the US, the radical Republican President Donald 
Trump navigated the country towards a path of isolationism 
and low commitment which his Republican successor does 
not intend to abandon. He is easily able to justify his major 
U-turn in US foreign policy with reference to his weak Euro-
pean allies and the potentially immense costs of a proactive 
approach to global challenges and Eastern Europe in par-
ticular. Altogether the decreasing engagement worldwide, 

Between nationalism
and forced cooperation

The domestic chaos after the Maidan revolution and the 
war against the separatists and disguised Russian military 
did not find an end. Ukrainian governments were short-
lived, either torn between conflicting political objectives, 
vested economic interests or because they could not sell 
their agenda to the public. Increasingly this permanent fail-
ure of a heterogeneous political class was effectively used 
by populists who, in turn, also could not install a working 
public administration or rule of law or embark on a success-
ful path of economic growth. The general political climate 
worsened, oppressing any attempts at establishing a demo-
cratic culture. Each subsequent parliamentary election was 
less and less free and fair. Cases of political prosecution 
and harassment against civil society became frequent. The 
chaotic situation encouraged corruption and young, quali-
fied Ukrainians have been leaving the country in droves in 
search of better jobs and life perspectives (brain-drain). This 
has two consequences. On the one hand, spreading corrup-
tion dried out remaining financial flows domestically. Oli-
garchs retained control over whole sectors of the economy 
and public institutions and resources. The sources of finan-
cial support simply slowly ran out, and public money has 
been replaced by gain-driven private funding. On the other 
hand, external actors drastically decreased their commit-
ment to Ukraine. International donors became increasingly 
reluctant to grant FDIs, as the conditions of doing business 
were poor (legislation, infrastructure) and limited to the ex-
ploitation of cheap resources and low-tech goods. In addi-
tion, Ukraine received less and less generous development 
aid. The IMF was one of the first international financial actors 
that denied any substantial commitment given the domes-
tic crisis. Worst of all, the EU lost faith in Ukraine’s successful 
transformation. 

The ever-changing Ukrainian governments failed to imple-
ment the Association Agreement and the DCFTA. Therefore, 
cooperation became more and more fragmented and su-
perficial, and the established framework remained hollow. 
There was limited knowledge and know-how transfer and 
highly polished intergovernmental ‘shake-hand’ consulta-
tions without deeper meaning or impact. The EU did not 
actively support the strengthening of economic and trade 
relations with Ukraine, as Brussels did not want to serve as 
the ‘milk cow’ for the corrupted establishment. Thus, the EU 
reduced its funds available for the European Neighbourhood 
Policy and bilateral programmes, which further worsened 
the situation.

The EU had been distracted by other pressing challenges 
anyway. First, with regard to its migration policy, climate 
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Indicators

In order to measure the state of affairs in Ukraine one can 
take the standard transformation indices such as state of 
democracy, good governance, fighting corruption, business 
climate etc. as measured by for example TI Corruption Per-
ception Index, Bertelsmann Transformation Index, Nations in 
Transit/Freedom House, World Bank Governance Indicators, 
Doing Business/World Bank, or the European Integration 
Index for Eastern Partnership Countries. In addition the num-
ber of Ukrainians who emigrate (leaving the country for lon-
ger than three months, excluding for the purpose of study) 
as well as the number of financial flows to and from Ukraine 
as measured by Western FDI compared to Russian FDI into 
Ukraine, capital flight from Ukraine versus money transferred 
from the Ukrainian diaspora back, IMF/WB/USAID/EBRD/EU 
macro-financial assistance and loans to Ukrainian public and 
private sectors can be taken into consideration.

In order to measure the quality of the European and trans-
atlantic cooperation, one can concentrate on the cohesion 
of the European Russia policy and the question of whether 
the EU will continue to punish Russian misbehaviour (war in 
Donbass, no progress on Minsk, occupation of Crimea) with 
sanctions or aim for rapprochement. The disunity within the 
EU can be identified by voting results in national elections 
or public opinion polls and popular support of Eurosceptic 
parties in the EU member states and the number of unilateral 
ties and ‘Sonderwege’ in bilateral relations with Russia. On 
the other hand Moscow’s influence in Europe can be mea-
sured by the number of Russian soft-power instruments 
(propaganda outlets, funding for parties etc., churches, ‘Ruski 
mir’-institutions and other agents of influence) increasing 
across Europe.

The preparedness of NATO vis-à-vis Russia can be measured 
by the number of US military bases and soldiers in Europe, 
the number of European soldiers and technical equipment 
deployed on NATO’s Eastern flank states as well as military 
exercises practising Article 5 operations. In order to measure 
Russian military posture along its Western frontier one can 
take Russia’s arctic and Nordic military posture, Russia’s mili-
tary presence around the Baltic States and the operations/
manoeuvers conducted by the Baltic Fleet, Russia’s military 
presence in Belarus, Russia’s military posture on the Ukrai-
nian border, Russia’s military presence in the Black Sea and 
the militarisation of Crimea, and Russia’s military presence 
and military operations in the Southern Caucasus.

the limited willingness to support the bumpy transitions and 
the interest-driven policies in third countries made Euro–At-
lantic relations an even more uneven and non-committing 
partnership. Finally, the US decided to enter the third decade 
of the 21st century by withdrawing its troops from burning 
Europe. Donald Trump had stressed that the US is neither 
authorised nor obliged to further act as global policy officer 
and that the primary goal of an American president is to 
strive to meet national objectives. In order to avoid bank-
ruptcy – something he can indeed call himself an expert on 
– current costs had to be minimised. He argued that if the US 
wanted to stand a chance of competing with China globally 
in the 21st century, Washington could not feel responsible 
for every minor conflict in the world. If Europe was not will-
ing to deal with their immediate challenges internally and 
in their neighbourhood, the US should not succumb to the 
temptation of compensating for any weaknesses of their 
allies. Consistent with the foreign policy stance, Trump did 
not hesitate to suspend Art. 5 of the NATO treaty, after the 
European NATO member states failed to come up with an 
adequate military alternative in Eastern Europe. In conse-
quence, the entire organisation lost trust and confidence and 
could not even provide security to its members. Without US 
leadership, the Europeans got lost in internal squabbles and 
did not feel confident enough to stand up to Russia.

Russia, in turn, used the transatlantic weaknesses to destabi-
lise the Baltic States by organising paramilitary 5th column 
organisations and insert energy blockades. The Baltic States 
were forced to leave NATO, adopt a neutral status in interna-
tional relations and accept the corridor solution for Russian 
interests in Kaliningrad. Without the military backing of the 
US, an undecided and incoherently acting EU and Ukraine as 
the prime example of a country in an open conflict with Rus-
sia, the Baltic States have had to bow to Russian demands. 
This sent shockwaves throughout the European continent. 
Some European countries decided to get along with Moscow 
and try to profit from increased economic and energy ties 
and common fight against Islamic terrorism. Strategic part-
nerships with Moscow popped up like mushrooms. But the 
disintegration of the common European and transatlantic in-
stitutions (EU and NATO), as well as the Westeuropean states’ 
bilateral race for Moscow’s favours re-ignites ethnic tensions, 
nationalistic policies, and inner-European conflicts. Again 
war will be a usual tool in inner-European power struggles. 
Others were too weak to oppose these new axes of forced 
cooperation. The post-Soviet space became a no-man’s land 
between them and the Russian empire, economically and 
politically marginalised and object of exploitation. Georgia 
and Moldova, frustrated with the lack of a plausible Europe-
an alternative, blackmailed in economic terms and strongly 
supported by their Russian-speaking minorities, realigned 
themselves with the Eurasian Economic Union. 
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EU–Ukraine relations will be downgraded to a minimum due 
to the Ukrainian transformation failure, internal challenges 
within the EU and the remaining pressure by Russia to play 
by her rules. EU transformative power in its neighbourhood 
has traditionally rested on its membership perspective but 
without that and given the limited financial commitment for 
the European Neighbourhood Policy, transformation incen-
tives by the EU are perceived as low in Ukraine. While the 
image of Ukraine within the EU deteriorates due to a per-
manent political and constitutional crisis in Kyiv, the attrac-
tion of the EU within Ukraine and other ENP target countries 
subsequently fades due to the EU’s inability to cope with the 
refugee and Euro crises. Given that the isolationist approach 
of President Donald Trump leads to neutrality of the Baltic 
states and a de facto dissolution of NATO, Ukraine lacks any 
alternative to cooperation with Russia. Alongside a political 
and economic estrangement between the EU and Ukraine, 
societal links also break away due to a brain-drain and a feel-
ing of being left alone with an invasive and overpowering 
Eastern neighbour. In short, the EU and Ukraine happened 
to choose entirely different political and economic paths.

The failure of the European
Neighbourhood Policy

This outright swap into the Russian camp was not plausible 
in Ukraine as the annexation of Crimea and the ongoing 
semi-frozen conflict in the East were still too fresh. But the 
corrupted and oligarch-controlled government in Kyiv in-
formally agreed to comply with some Russian demands 
and progressively opened up to Russian economic and 
subversive influence. This necessary arrangement strategy 
caused renewed distrust in society towards the authori-
ties. In some oblasts, local actors and oligarchs took fate 
into their own hands, and enforced local self-rule by their 
own militias, leading to the disintegration of the country. 
These feudal-like actors sometimes lean towards more pro-
Russian stances and sometimes towards rather nationalist-
isolationist views. Ukraine entered the year 2025 as a weak, 
corrupted and divided country, surrounded by the sad and 
dusty remnants of the European integration and transat-
lantic cooperation and the rising sun of the neo-Russian 
imperium.

Stefanie Harter, German International Cooperation (GIZ)
Sergey Utkin, Institute of World Economy and International
Relations of the Russian Academy of Sciences

The limbo

While the EU is mainly dealing with itself, its transformative power towards Ukraine has almost vanished. The lack 
of a substantial offer in the political and societal realm as well as insufficient investments from EU businesses 
have resulted in a more sceptical attitude of the countries in the Eastern neighbourhood towards the EU as 

a model and incentive for modernisation efforts. Despite staying on the path of reforms, Ukraine is still seen as a risky 
market for long-term investment, so the hope of stable development remains fragile amongst the population.

Ukraine all on its own

The cohesion of the European Union’s foreign policy is low 
as the EU is drowning in internal quarrels, which consume 
much of the time and effort of its politicians. Ukraine’s re-
forms and transformation are moving forward, so that West-
ern-oriented international institutions and partners are no 
longer afraid of the state’s collapse. The key to the success of 
the Ukrainian state is low-level macroeconomic stability and 
the successful development of small and medium-sized busi-
nesses, especially in the area of agriculture. Influential third 

parties remain disengaged politically and economically most 
of the time. In the US, decision-making is stalled as both 
major political parties struggle in vain to fix the loss of popu-
larity among the voters. Furthermore, China has successfully 
overcome the slowdown of its economy, but concentrates 
its resources on the most promising investment opportuni-
ties, and Ukraine’s is too modest to make the list, despite 
the progress achieved. Russia in turn remains economically 
weak, and the appeal of foreign adventures as a tool to boost 
the popularity of its leadership has evaporated among the 
population, which struggles with economic hardships. 
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mance, Ukrainian policymaking appears relatively attractive. 
The elections in Kiev-controlled regions happen in a free and 
fair manner. The presidential elections of 2019 become a 
competition of a new generation of politicians, while the old 
guard is leaving. By 2020 some Ukrainian oligarchs are con-
victed for law violations; the rule of law applies to everybody. 

Energy supply and prices remain an issue, leading to occasional 
quarrels with Russia and inside the country. Nevertheless, 
acute conflicts are successfully avoided. The state of the Rus-
sian economy remains bad, blocking further interference in 
Ukrainian affairs. The Minsk agreement is not implemented 
fully but the Donbass conflict is successfully contained, as the 
Russian government has to pay serious attention to its internal 
economic troubles, still being unwilling to completely cease 
support for the Donbass rebels. The economic interaction be-
tween the separatist regions and the rest of Ukraine is secured, 
bringing profits to both sides that agree to accept the modus 
vivendi. Ukraine hopes for more investment from EU business, 
as well as other economic powerhouses, but the results remain 
modest. No visa liberalisation with the EU is in sight. The visa 
dialogue is stalled given the state of EU affairs, mainly the 
migration issues. Brain-drain affects Ukraine, as many of its 
citizens see more opportunities abroad – about half of them 
in the EU, some in Russia, and many in the booming Asia. 

In spite of the progress achieved, Ukraine is still seen by 
many as a provincial homeland, good mostly for farmers, 
rather than for those aiming at transnational careers. The 
demand for further reforms is low. Most Ukrainians are tired 
of harsh economic measures and tend to enjoy the palpable 
economic revival. The societal capacity in terms of skills, edu-
cation and start-ups remains limited. Few people still believe 
that further reforms or cooperation with the troubled EU 

Staying on the path of reforms

Ukraine is progressively reforming itself and the quality of 
administration is improving. The corruption level has de-
creased significantly as the critical mass of younger civil 
activists enters the civil service, replacing the old bureau-
crats. The role of the monitoring and auditing institutions 
was strengthened and administrative capacity has improved 
due to a large-scale education programme. The agricultural 
sector of the economy is developing well, as, on the one 
hand, the decentralisation efforts gave more powers to the 
municipalities, letting them improve economic conditions 
on the ground, while on the other hand the Ministry for the 
Economy provided successful support to the exporters and 
helped facilitate cross-regional and cross-border produc-
tion chains. Agriculture also requires a low level of foreign 
investment and the technological skills of the workforce are 
adequate to satisfy the requirements of the industry.

Moldova tends to see Ukraine as a model of successful re-
forms. However, Ukraine is still dependent on external sup-
port that helps keep the macroeconomic condition stable. 
Donbass’ low-intensity separatism persists as a frozen conflict. 
All in all, hopes for long-term stable development remain 
fragile amongst the population. The EU is mainly dealing with 
itself, and has almost nothing substantial to offer to Ukraine. 
The implementation of the Deep and Comprehensive Free 
Trade Agreement (DCFTA) is nearly blocked by the inability 
of the EU to renegotiate the trade quota already fully used by 
Ukraine. The growing protectionist tendencies in the EU push 
it to use non-tariff barriers ever more often. The US, China 
and Russia remain largely disinterested, and many potential 
investors still regard Ukraine as a risky market for long-term 
investment, though some take a chance and make profits. 

The end of the EU’s
transformative power

In the next few years reforms in Ukraine start to yield results. 
New waves of refugees from the Middle East and North Africa 
arrive in the EU, taking its attention and resources. Persisting 
disputes about the adequate European response to this chal-
lenge have undermined the internal cohesion. Furthermore, 
the disappointments and failures of the integration policy in 
several member states are widely used by populist political 
forces to mobilise voters. The room for manoeuvre for gov-
ernments to accept compromise solutions is getting smaller 
and these limitations spread to different policy areas. The 
population of Ukraine trusts the government more than it 
used to, for two reasons: first, as a result of the government’s 
demonstrated willingness to implement the reform agenda 
and second, that in comparison with the EU’s weak perfor-
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Inward-looking European Union 

Many analysts assess the state of affairs in 2025 as unfortu-
nate, given all the opportunities missed and illusions lost. At 
the same time, Ukraine is more stable than in 2016. The EU 
does not stand as a beacon of foreign policy intentions for 
the Eastern neighbours, including Ukraine. Russia and the 
still uninspiring but present Eurasian Union, only made loos-
er and weaker by its enlargement first to Tajikistan and most 
recently to Uzbekistan, demonstrate no ability to play this 
role either. The EU members remain profitable partners but 
the deep international integration is no longer perceived as 
a major driving force for economic development worldwide. 
A protectionist mood is widespread as people struggle to se-
cure the way of life to which they have become accustomed 
in the past. Every European country concentrates ever more 
on its own resources, rather than promoting cooperation 
with both neighbours and global trading partners. Some say 
this paves the way to new bitter intra-European disagree-
ments that might end up in a conflict but by 2025 this seems 
to be no more than an alarmist fantasy. It is rather a fallback 
on lower economic and technological development which, 
on the one hand, is due to less cooperation and exchange 
but, on the other hand, reduces the gap between Ukraine’s 
level of development to that of other Eastern members of 
the EU.

might result in an economic miracle. The developments in 
the course of the years up to 2025 are seen as an evolution 
rather than a breakthrough.

Indicators

A number of indicators would signal this scenario.  First, re-
form process assessments are definitely positive. Internation-
al ratings show improvements in Ukraine in terms of business 
climate, e-government efficiency, environmental protec-
tion and the development of renewable energy supplies.

Second, final results of EU meetings dedicated to the rela-
tions with the Eastern partners and the EU internal coher-
ence are noticeably divisive. The army of smaller eurosceptic 
member states is strengthened by France, threatening to 
tip the balance in the union to the disadvantage of both 
enlargement and the deepening of EU integration. A major-
ity of member states all express growing dissatisfaction with 
the EU structures.

Third, opinion polls in Ukraine show a low level of trust in 
international organisations and regional institutions includ-
ing the EU.  Finally, effective high-profile anti-corruption sen-
tences are registered in Ukraine.

Maria Davydchyk, German Council on Foreign Relations (DGAP) 
Julia Kahrl, Federal Foreign Office 
Felix Krause, Hertie School of Governance 
Evelina Schulz, European External Action Service

Wind of change

The following scenario draws on the combination of two key drivers: a constructive engagement by Russia on the 
one hand and an incoherent international community on the other. Against all expectations, the Russian leadership 
changes its foreign policy course, realising the necessity of a cooperative approach towards international partners 

to overcome isolation and the economic crisis. As a consequence, Russia assumes responsibility as a regional and global 
actor and starts to play a more constructive role, notably with regard to the Ukraine crisis. At the same time, the rest of 
Europe and the EU are increasingly challenged by global and regional threats and weakened by multiple lines of conflict 
and disagreement amongst the EU member states. The increase in popular frustration within Europe, the radicalisation 
of right-wing protests, the electoral successes of anti-European and nationalist parties all over the continent as well as 
ongoing economic troubles especially in the south leads to a very limited actor capacity of Europe, decreasing the EU’s 
ability to play a meaningful role as an actor in both regional and international terms. 
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It is thanks to Russia’s role that eventually the conflict in the 
Eastern part of Ukraine comes to an end. An acceptable so-
lution with regard to Crimea is found providing for special 
autonomy although within Ukrainian borders. Overall Russia 
will provide for a positive track record due to its mediating 
role, which also ultimately ensures a positive outcome—a 
win-win solution.

The second driver is the incoherent international commu-
nity, including the European Union and the United States 
as well as the International Monetary Fund and NATO. The 
international community, more precisely the transatlantic 
community and the EU, loses its ability to act cohesively in 
the international arena. The internal cohesion which for de-
cades determined the EU’s actor capacity in international 
relations becomes increasingly marginalised. Faced with 
external challenges the EU does not find its ‘one voice’, es-
pecially with regards to the Ukraine crisis. EU member states 
are either consumed with national challenges, such as right-
wing party gains and economic problems, and/or national 
foreign policy goals differ to such an extent that the EU can-
not form a single set of policy goals. Favoured by a lack of 
leadership of the EU institutions and a missing mandate from 
the EU member states, international actors, including Russia, 
no longer have means to address the union as a whole and 
are increasingly forced to interact with each member state 
individually. Furthermore, actors such as the USA and Russia 
increasingly disregard the EU’s strategic needs and norma-
tive demands, which again challenges European internal 
unity on how to act on such a development. As a result, the 
EU is not able to deliver a comprehensive and meaningful EU 
foreign policy and a power vacuum is created which surpris-
ingly is filled by Russia’s constructive engagement.

Constructive Russia
meets disjointed West

There are two essential driving forces behind this scenario. 
The first is Russia’s constructive engagement. In this per-
spective Russia has the potential to be a constructive player, 
which will positively impact its strengthened leverage as a 
normative power—both regionally and globally. With regard 
to EU–Ukraine relations its influence becomes helpful. Russia 
plays the role of an honest broker, while at the same time 
demonstrating strong but fair leadership and determination. 
Russia re-establishes its position as an opinion leader for 
the region and sets out its interest with regard to positively 
influencing developments in Ukraine. It takes a firm posi-
tion vis-à-vis Europe, but with no negative connotations. 
It enters into constructive talks with the EU and Ukraine. It 
is considered a partner not a spoiler. Furthermore, it shows 
a cooperative attitude in multilateral fora such as the UN. 
Russia is back in the G8.

In addition, Russia strengthens its pivotal role in the future 
of European energy supplies and uses military, trade, eco-
nomic, media and/or cultural means to exercise its influ-
ence—yet always based on good-faith consultation with 
its partners. NATO-Russia consultations are re-established. 
In economic terms, Russia tries to reboot its economy: Rus-
sia creates conditions conducive to FDI, fully complies with 
WTO rules and improves its economic/trade relations. Trade 
restrictions vis-à-vis Ukraine and/or the EU are abandoned. 
Russia also enters into constructive talks regarding the EU-
UA Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA); the 
idea of a Free Trade Area (FTA) from Vladivostok to Lisbon 
becomes a realistic prospect pushed for by Russia.
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tion in Crimea and Donbass, which is mirrored in growing 
frustration and discontent with the leadership by the Rus-
sian population, the Russian leadership realises that a drastic 
change of course is necessary in order to pacify the situation. 
2019 therefore marks the starting point of a new construc-
tive and cooperative foreign policy strategy of Russia.

With regard to Europe, the outcome of the negative referen-
dum in Holland on the EU-Ukraine Association Agreement 
(6 April 2016) as well as the UK’s citizens’ decision to exit the 
European Union (23 June 2016) triggers processes of disin-
tegration of the internal cohesion within the EU. In 2025, the 
EU is still struggling with domestic issues, namely the bad 
economic performance of certain member states as well as 
growing populism, nationalism and anti-European move-
ments. Overall the EU is paralysed in its ability to act.

With regard to Ukraine, EU member states struggle to find a 
common stance. While EU members from the East and the 
Baltic region continue to support a more confrontational 
stance towards Russia in order to counter potential spillover 
effects of the Ukraine conflict, southern members favour 
stronger economic cooperation with Russia, in order to over-
come economic stagnation.

The EU is in bad shape. There is no political will for a com-
mon foreign policy. The EU is driven by particular interests of 
member states. Its member states are no longer able to for-
mulate a vision for future prospects. At the same time, strong 
leadership from within the institutions (e.g. the President of 
the Commission or the Council) or a member state is lacking. 
In addition, US foreign policy also reflects the growth of na-
tionalism and turns towards more isolationism and—if any—
unilateral actions. Negotiations on the “Transatlantic Trade 
and Investment Partnership” (TTIP) between the US and the 
EU fail. The USA and the EU do not play a constructive and 
cohesive role in international institutions—something which 
also influences NATO and the work of other international 
organisations (e.g. UN, OSCE, World Bank, IMF).

Bearing in mind that the EU remains the main trade partner 
of Russia, Moscow and the Board of the Eurasian Economic 
Union (EEU) make a proposal for more cooperation with the 
EU and the creation of a Free Trade Area between the EU and 
the EEU. This comprehensive FTA from Lisbon to Vladivostok 
could even be extended across the Atlantic.

But as the EU is consumed by internal challenges and divid-
ed over the approach towards Russia and its neighbourhood 
policy, it does not formulate a coherent answer to this offer. 
It cannot react to the constructive role of Russia.

Tipping points

Within a decade Russia becomes able to modernise its 
economy and society, which overall leads to new, positive 
dynamics within the engaged and active Russian civil soci-
ety. This provides a boost for business and new investments 
and re-establishes a positive external perception of Russia.

Russia develops a different value-based and normative national 
narrative, which also has an important impact on its foreign 
policy actions. Russia starts to respect international norms and 
principles and looks for win-win situations—both in terms of 
security and the economy. In this context, Russia makes an 
offer for a comprehensive FTA with the EU (‘from Lisbon to 
Vladivostok’) which builds on the network of FTAs negotiated 
in past decades with its partners, including the DFCTAs with 
Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine. In consequence, Russia gives 
up its protectionism with regard to trade over the CIS space. 
On the multilateral level Russia plays a constructive role and 
discontinues its veto abuse in the UN Security Council. Overall 
Russia distances itself from any attempts at zero-sum games.

In this vein, Russia looks for a way to end the Ukraine crisis 
in order to get rid of the Western sanctions and to overcome 
international isolation. Another incentive for Russia to over-
come the Ukraine conflict are the high costs of covering the 
administration of Crimea and the threat of spillover effects 
in other eastern neighbourhood countries. Lastly, the poor 
political performance of Europe, notably the EU as a single 
actor, decreases Russia’s perception of Europe as an eco-
nomic and normative threat to Russian regional hegemony. 

In turn, the international community shows increased dis-
unity with regard to competing visions in foreign policy, 
namely EU–Russia relations and European policy towards 
the eastern neighbourhood. The lack of EU leadership and 
ongoing competitive attitudes between the member states, 
characterised by introverted approaches, leads to the send-
ing of mixed messages internally (towards EU citizens) and 
externally (towards the international community). Double 
standards in the EU’s and member states’ foreign policy are 
becoming obvious. The EU puts their focus on domestic and 
institutional challenges, namely the migration crisis, the eco-
nomic crisis and Brexit, neglecting the challenges of a coher-
ent foreign policy strategy. Furthermore, the competition 
between third parties (for example between the US and the 
EU) and new players such as China is becoming stronger. 

Towards paralysed Europe

After three years of sanctions and economic downturn as 
well as the growing costs of sustaining the unstable situa-
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and the DCFTA, applying for membership, decreasing finan-
cial support, less political support in confronting Russia and 
in solving the conflict in Eastern Ukraine and the Crimean 
question). This will surely lead to disappointment or even 
frustration by Ukraine, notably its citizens, with the EU and 
some of its member states.

Russia’s constructive engagement towards Ukraine, its will-
ingness to solve the conflict in the East and to settle or even 
reverse the annexation of Crimea will strengthen those in 
Ukraine who would like to mend relations with their ‘big 
brother’. As support from the EU decreases, the offer to be 
part of an economic zone from Lisbon to Vladivostok be-
comes more attractive and Ukraine becomes more willing 
to fulfill the role—as foreseen by Russia for it—as a bridge 
between the EU and the Eurasian Economic Union (inducing 
Ukraine to become a member of the EEU).

Hence, it will be harder for Ukraine to follow through with a 
fully pro-European reform agenda with a focus on fighting 
corruption, overcoming an oligarchical system and moder-
nising the economy. The success of such a path will com-
pletely depend on the will of the Ukrainian leadership of 
that time and the influence of the civil society as there will 
be no coherent international support for this agenda by the 
international community.

Summing up, in this scenario the combination of a construc-
tive role of Russia and a low cohesion of the international 
community, notably the European Union, leads to Russia 
taking a more constructive role in Europe. The US would pre-
sumably grow concerned about this dominant role of Russia 
in the face of a weak Europe. Furthermore, any closer rela-
tions between the EU and Russia as well as stronger ties be-
tween Russia and some EU member states will be observed 
with suspicion by the United States.

The debate on the proposal for an economic free zone from 
Lisbon to Vladivostok by Russia will create more disunity and 
division within the EU as it will be difficult to form a coherent 
answer to it. Ukraine will grow more and more disappointed 
as it feels ignored by Europe. It seems that Ukraine once 
again finds itself stuck in the middle. No matter whether 
they push on with reforms and strive for EU membership or 
whether their European path remains unsteady, the EU is 
not in a position to offer them a clear perspective or either 
political or economic incentives. 

Indicators

There are several indicators that can show us that we are 
moving into this surprising scenario.  With regard to Rus-
sia’s constructive role we could observe: a change of rhetoric 
in public statements by the leadership, backing away from 
confrontational attitudes towards the West and stressing 
the importance of cooperation and modernisation; vot-
ing behaviour in international institutions, e.g. UN Security 
Council (not using the veto, but supporting initiatives for 
conflict resolution), adhering to WTO rulings; behaviour in 
foreign policy and foreign economic policy, such as abol-
ishing trade sanctions towards the West, inviting investors 
and improving investment conditions; travelling to EU and 
Western countries with proposals of cooperation (e.g. for a 
free economic zone between the EU and the EEU, reviving 
the idea of a modernisation partnership); and acting con-
structively in solving the conflict in Ukraine by withdrawing 
Russian forces and equipment from Eastern Ukraine, stop-
ping ‘humanitarian convoys’, using its influence on separat-
ists to accept autonomy within Ukraine (and elections under 
Ukrainian law), restoring Ukrainian control over the border, 
and offering a negotiated settlement for Crimea.

With regard to the incoherent international community we 
could observe: a lack of joint strategies such as joint commu-
niqués and resolutions by G7 and international institutions, a 
not very ambitious ‘EU Global Strategy’ and lacking follow-up 
documents with guiding principles for the Common For-
eign and Security Policy, and a lack of substantial Council 
conclusions on foreign policy (especially on Ukraine), with 
no developments towards a future for the Eastern Partner-
ship; difficulty to agree on or to prolong sanctions towards 
Russia, no further coordination within the EU/G7 and with 
the US; and opinion polls in EU member states showing that 
citizens are more interested in national policies with growing 
scepticism of the EU and its institutions.

Russia in the driver’s seat

With regard to the implications for Ukraine, the scenario as 
such does not describe the internal situation of Ukraine, but 
a changed international environment for Ukraine. The EU is 
not able to offer Ukraine a stable European perspective in 
this scenario, nor is it able to help Ukraine on an integra-
tion path (e.g. implementing the Association Agreement 
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A semi-democratic Turkey
emboldened as a regional hegemon

A key driver in Turkey’s development for the coming years 
will be determined by the policies of the President of the 
Turkish Republic and the ruling party. Their majoritarian re-
gime consolidates further from 2016 onward.1 Indicators for 
this trend are a new constitution that is passed in a referen-
dum, enshrining the president’s enhanced competences at 
the expense of legislative and judicative powers and thus 
creating a political system lacking effective checks and bal-
ances. This is followed by the President’s and the AKP’s re-
election in 2019 and 2020 respectively in free, but not fair 
elections. The centenary celebrations of the Turkish Republic 
in 2023 will serve the President and the AKP government as 
a platform to stay in office for the years even beyond 2025. 

The years until 2025 will thus show the continued imple-
mentation of the AKP’s so-called ‘Conservative Democracy’ 
(muhafazakar demokrasi)2 approach, which on the one hand 
exhibits limited reformism and liberalisation from above, 
partly in line with EU and international norms and stan-
dards enhancing the country’s modernisation. On the other 
hand, Turkey will be characterised by restricted rule of law 

via controlled juridical institutions, confrontational political 
discourses and polarisations through policies based on a 
conservative socio-political agenda, the securitisation of the 
public sphere, and political exploitation of ethnic, social and 
cultural cleavages. Authoritarian leanings will continue in 
the repression of oppositional groups, unfair campaigning, 
violations of citizen and human rights, and tight control of 
media outlets and civil society organisations.

This consolidation will be supported by the continuous co-
optation and containment of other actors of the political 
system, such as the Turkish Armed Forces, oppositional and 
business groups, media and critical civil society, mainly by 
the ruling circles. However, also domestic structural factors, 
such as the transitional dynamic of the country’s demograph-
ics and economy, and a reliance on nationalist discourse 
favoured by Turkey’s dominant hierarchical, conservative 
political culture support the consolidation of the President’s 
and the AKP’s power; so do external structural factors such 
as ongoing, low-scale conflicts in Turkey’s direct neighbour-
hood and the reluctance of EU actors and institutions to 
enforce EU rules in the accession process against the Presi-
dent’s will, indicated by numerous ‘opt-outs’ granted for Tur-
key by the EU in various policy fields even before accession. 

Turning tables

The following scenario of Turkey and Turkey–EU relations in 2025 is characterised by an increasingly autocratic 
and geopolitically emboldened Turkey turning the tables on a disintegrating European Union. It is assumed that 
the two entities are able to maintain functional relationships driven by the domestic consolidation of the ruling 

party’s majoritarian power, Turkey’s rent-seeking behaviour with regard to her priorities in Europe and by the European 
countries’ dependence on Turkey in various policy fields. The EU is dominated by national interests of her member states 
and thus key elements of the Turkey-EU relationship, including eventual membership, are redefined.

Alexander Knipperts, German International Cooperation (GIZ)
Ludwig Schulz, Centre for Applied Policy Research (C.A.P.)
at Ludwig Maximilian University Munich

European Union and Turkey
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Thus, it is assumed that the executive will continue to un-
dertake some reforms in line with EU requirements and the 
Copenhagen Criteria based on tactical interests and on do-
mestic power calculations and a reciprocal calculus towards 
European actors. Some de jure reforms will be implemented 
by the AKP government in the coming years, for example 
with respect to minorities and refugee integration, as well 
as citizenship, citizen and human rights, possibly with more 
gradual improvements for the Kurdish population (along 
with an ongoing fight against extremist groups); as well as 
with regard to market liberalisation and trade (reform of the 
Customs Union, FDIs and investments in R&D etc.), public 
procurement and transparency, the European energy re-
gime, or environmental protection. The practical, de facto 
implementation of reforms, however, is both crucial and un-
sure: unless Turkey is able on her own or supported by the EU 
and other international actors to build up strong administra-
tive, economic and civil society capacities and institutions 
for implementing these reforms, all aspects of politics will 
regularly be subordinated to the domestic power games and 
the regime’s consolidation of majoritarian rule.

In the area of foreign policy, Turkey, with a disintegrating Eu-
ropean Union and a neighbourhood in the Middle East that 
is still unstable, will become a regional hegemonic power as 
had been envisioned by AKP circles in the early 2000’s. As the 
conflicts in her neighbourhood cool over time, but continue 
in structural terms, Turkey will be able to rebuild trust in the 
region by projecting her image as a prosperous market econ-
omy, an electoral democracy still more liberal than the re-
gimes in its neighbourhood, and with some kind of inspiring 
soft power over other predominantly Muslim societies. The 
authoritarian leadership style of the President serves Turkey’s 
potential as a wielder of hard and smart power. Turkey keeps 
on following her own, ‘national’ interests—in particular with 
regard to security as well as natural resources and energy 
concerns—resulting in a generally constructive posture in 
the neighbourhood despite continued rhetorical bellig-
erence and the political, tactical exploitation of tensions. 
Relations with other autocratic leaders and regimes will be 
based on mutual recognition but mistrust, thus being prone 
to tension, quarrels and even temporary, open hostility.

One way to regain credibility as a regional power broker—
and another indicator for the realisation of this scenario—
will be for Turkey to help solve pressing political challenges, 
for example reducing the tensions between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia, to accept a solution on Cyprus by own interests 
(especially with regard to guarantee rights being upheld 
and Turkish troops remaining on the island) being met, or 
through a return to pragmatic relations with Israel and with 
Vladimir Putin’s Russia, both of which are necessary to form 
the post-conflict order of Syria. Also for the new US Presi-

dent Turkey will still be considered a ‘strategic partner’ for US 
geopolitical and security interests in Eastern Europe and the 
Middle East. In this context, the Kurdish question in general 
and Turkey’s perception and handling of the Syrian Kurdish 
PYD in particular will remain a crucial case. On the one hand, 
the resumption of fights of the state against the PKK and 
other extremist and terrorist groups since 2015 continues 
for more years without any ultimate success for either side. 
On the other hand, the slowdown of the conflict in Syria will 
show a de facto and later also de jure autonomous, alleg-
edly democratic and, thus, internationally accepted Kurdish 
region along the Turkish border. With the centenary of the 
Republic approaching, the AKP executive, wholeheartedly 
willing to re-establish Turkey as a trustworthy political and 
economic power in the region by the mid-2020’s, will re-
define and normalise its relations with the opponent Kurd-
ish groups. However, this normalisation is built on fragile 
ground.

Fragmentation, renationalisation
and differentiation of EU politics

The multiple crises that have been shaking the EU as a group 
of 28 solidary states and liberal societies between 2007 and 
2016 have put into question the union’s ability to function 
effectively and, thus, deepened its legitimacy and identity 
problems. It is assumed that for the next ten years various 
developments and contemporaneous crises will continue to 
affect the shape of the union, deepening fragmentation and 
differentiation. Four main aspects will indicate this scenario 
for the EU to come true: At first, the national debt crises in 
some member states with their negative consequences on 
labour markets and social coherence, economic prosperity 
and competitiveness will continue to harm the union’s socio-
economic outlook and global competitiveness (even if the 
TTIP negotiations succeed). Second, various member states 
aiming to redefine their relations with the European Union 
or leave it altogether will further add to centrifugal forces. 
Third, the continuous pressure of thousands of refugees of 
pre-dominantly Muslim background seeking entry into the 
European Union’s territory will keep both the Schengen bor-
der management regime and the social balances of some EU 
countries under stress, strengthening demands to renation-
alise politics and policymaking. Fourth and finally, nationalist, 
right-wing governments and extremists gain power on vari-
ous levels of political decision-making and opinion-shaping, 
strengthening a public discourse dominated by xenopho-
bia, polarisation and a semi-authoritarian leadership style, 
thus deeply undermining the European normative order.3

All in all, the unity and coherence of Europe’s legal and politi-
cal order and the union’s effectiveness as a responsible and 
democratic international player will be put into question. 
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to implement. Many actors in the EU—as indicated again 
in various anti-Turkish and anti-Muslim election campaigns 
in member states and in the respective results of the 2019 
polls to the European Parliament—will likewise continue 
to oppose Turkey’s EU accession in distrust due to, for ex-
ample, fears of Islam, instability and an EU overstretch, hop-
ing that referenda over accession application will ultimately 
block Turkey’s accession. Yet, the majority of mainstream EU 
decision-makers will refrain from affronting Turkey by reject-
ing the latter’s ambitions for accession unilaterally due to 
Europe’s de facto dependency on Turkey in strategic policy 
fields such as migration, energy, security or stability-related 
policies towards the EU’s southern and eastern neighbour-
hood.

Thus, on both sides, growing interdependence on the one 
hand and indecisiveness and various forms of gradual or ad 
hoc cooperation on a low scale of mutual trust on the other 
will dominate Turkey-EU relations in the next decade. How-
ever, in a fundamental departure from previous decades, 
Turkey will be more decisive on its own terms about the 
nature of her relations with the transforming EU, exploiting 
the internal fragmentation of the union and applying a rent-
seeking strategy based on the leverage that her geopolitical 
position as a regional hegemon offers. In contrast, the EU in 
its various forms and identities will rely more than ever on 
Turkey for managing its relations in the Eastern Mediterra-
nean and with the Middle East, where some of the EU’s key 
strategic interests and concerns lie. The main pattern will 
be that Turkey and the EU and its ‘core’ members cooperate 
more intensively where their interests match, developing 
functional and cooperative relations in the process. Likewise, 
the more interests diverge and the more the EU appears 
as a divided, incoherent actor, the stronger Turkey will pur-
sue her interests in a self-seeking manner. Thus, by 2025, a 
 restructured Turkey under majoritarian rule is incorporated 
in a European Union at varying levels. It cooperates inten-
sively with both the group of ‘core’ countries in some highly 
integrated policy fields such as economy, trade or energy, as 
well as the ‘periphery’ group of loosely connected members 
on issues which are shaped by governance and discourse 
based on national interests.

This will result in a debate on how to restructure the way 
the EU organises governance after the 2019 elections to the 
European Parliament that may be shaped less by pro-inte-
gration forces than by political players and member states 
sceptical of further EU integration. As a consequence various 
institutionalised forms of differentiated integration and thus 
a much less homogenous and coherent union will emerge, 
evident through the development of a group of ‘core’ mem-
ber states which continue to practice ‘deepened’ integra-
tion, and a more layered approach towards the fringes, in 
which members and non-members of the EU are associated 
at varying levels of complex interaction.4 This implicates a 
redefinition of Turkish-EU relations where both entities main-
tain functional relationships, mainly driven by Turkey’s rent-
seeking behaviour with regard to her priorities in Europe 
and by the European countries’ dependence on Turkey in 
various policy fields.

Implications and conclusion
for Turkish–EU relations until 2025

Confronted with a divided, less cohesive EU developing pat-
terns of differentiated integration, a Turkey centred around 
patterns of majoritarian leadership and the agenda of Con-
servative Democracy and bolstered by increased regional 
importance will be less inclined (and less able, given the 
fragmented and incoherent policies ensuing from the EU’s 
disintegration) to subject herself to EU pressure for structural 
and political adjustment policies. The AKP executive will not 
break with the official policy and narrative of Turkey’s EU ac-
cession, not least for reasons of domestic policy and reform 
legitimation. But the longer the EU is shaped by various and 
profound crises of effectiveness, identity and legitimacy and 
the more indecisive it appears in its attempts to find com-
prehensive answers for structural reform for the period after 
2019, the less Turkish decision-makers and opinion-shapers 
will be able to identify with that weak and unattractive kind 
of EU. Reforms foreseen in the pre-accession agenda will be 
interpreted and implemented by Turkey in an ad-hoc man-
ner based on interests of power consolidation and using the 
country’s geostrategic leverage to cherry-pick the reforms 
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Brexit debate could have a domino effect, with other member 
states following the UK’s lead and wanting to renegotiate the 
terms of their membership (e.g. streamlining the EU’s budget, 
repatriating powers from the EU, a bilateralisation of external 
relations). This could be the case for both the countries outside 
the core of the integration processes (for instance the Central 
European countries—the Czechs have already raised such a 
possibility), and the most potent, ‘old’ member states of the 
European Union, unwilling to feed the EU budget. In both 
cases, the decision-making elites will be pressed by the public 
opinion and fringe parties on the rise (on both ends of the 
political spectrum) to take a more assertive stance towards 
Brussels. Russia spares no expense to ignite the disintegration 
tendencies, and continues to covertly support anti-EU parties.

These negative, centrifugal dynamics affect the EU’s interna-
tional credentials. The EU becomes increasingly inward-look-
ing, giving up on further enlargement, and the neighbour-
hood policy becomes an empty and fanciful practice. This in 
turn leads to the EU losing its transformative leverage in the 
neighbourhood and its geopolitical clout and appeal. Simply 
put, the EU’s regional and global role becomes irrelevant.

The second driver for this scenario is the deteriorating eco-
nomic situation in Turkey. The disintegration of the EU leads 

Irrelevant European Union
and Erdoganised Turkey

We assume a creeping disintegration of the EU leading to more 
of a multi-speed Europe (alternatively a ‘variable geometry’ 
Europe or a Europe of concentric circles). The federalised, po-
litical EU working towards ever closer union becomes a thing 
of the past. The EU turns into a purely economic project, with 
the Eurozone at the core of the integration process. Yet even 
among the Eurozone members there are frictions and ten-
sions, which further undermine the EU’s cohesion. Following 
anti-migration public sentiments, the elites are not willing to 
take on and share the burden of the migration and refugee 
crises. Thus the coherence of the EU falls prey to the rising 
migration pressure, with the free movement within the EU 
under Schengen no longer guaranteed, as the member states 
reintroduce national border controls. Even if the UK is to stay 
in the EU, with the majority of British citizens voting to ‘remain’ 
in the June 2016 referendum, its renegotiated membership 
further enfeebles the cohesion of the EU. This trend is bolstered 
by the electoral success of Eurosceptic parties, with the anti-
EU narratives permeating the mainstream. Some Southern 
European countries, such as Greece, may even be forced to 
leave the EU, as the other member states are increasingly 
reluctant to finance the bailout of the near-default states. The 

Filling the vacuum

Filling the vacuum is a rather gloomy scenario, which envisages a less united, renationalised, inward-looking European 
Union, plagued by internal tensions and divisions and thus less effective in its regional and global outreach. Turkey, 
meanwhile, is marred by political, social and economic instability, which lessens its regional clout, and both the EU 

and Turkey are adversely affected by persisting immigration pressures. The diminishing role of Turkey and the EU in the 
Middle East leaves space for Russia’s increased presence in the region—Russia becomes a key player in the Middle East, 
eventually subordinating Turkey geopolitically.

Cornelia Abel, Transparency International
Kristian Brakel, Heinrich Böll Stiftung Turkey
Jakub Wodka, Polish Academy of Science
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ups the ante, but also fires back with more anti-EU rhetoric. 
That in the end causes the deal to collapse. This adversely af-
fects both the EU and Turkey. As for the former, the continued 
flow of migrants to Europe, also through other routes outside 
of Turkey, leads the member states to suspend ad finitum the 
Schengen zone. The rise of Eurosceptic parties in the largest 
member states—notably France and Germany—as well as 
in Central and Eastern European countries in subsequent 
elections makes the EU increasingly inward-looking, which 
undermines its Common Foreign and Security Policy.

As for Turkey, the migration influx puts an enormous strain 
on its economy, as the EU freezes its financial assistance. An-
kara bears the brunt of the rising education and health costs 
of its ‘welcome’ policy. Repeated terrorist acts, the ongoing 
war-like conflict and an increasingly instable currency further 
harm the economy. Politically and socially, the growing num-
ber of migrants and refugees who flee to Turkey may lead 
to public unrest and social tensions (e.g. the problem of un-
employment, security, rising housing costs) on a local level.

Turkey’s weakening economy challenges the government of 
the Justice and Development Party, which gradually forfeits 
the support of the Anatolian SMEs, traditionally the lynchpin 
of AKP’s 15-year-long success story. Even before the 2019 
parliamentary presidential and local elections (electoral 
triada), AKP creaks at the seams. This leads to a protracted 
destabilisation of Turkey, with an unstable government un-
able to successfully lead the country and conduct an effec-
tive foreign policy. The military, whose political clout has 
been significantly curbed during the AKP years, has neither 
the potential nor the will to take the helm and intervene in 
domestic politics. The enfeebled government, facing an eco-
nomic slowdown, is more willing to cooperate with Moscow, 
which makes an attractive financial offer to crisis-hit Turkey.

This gives Russia the upper hand not only in Syria, but in the 
whole region. With the EU’s common foreign policy practi-
cally non-existent and with Turkey bogged down in its tur-
bulent domestic affairs and isolated in its neighbourhood, 
Moscow moves into the regional void. The Turkish leader-
ship, disheartened and disenchanted with Europe’s passive-
ness, weakness and creeping irrelevance, strikes a deal with 
Russia to stay out of Syria in exchange for renewed trade 
relations and for integrating Turkey into the Eurasian Union. 
Turkey’s withdrawal from NATO, upon Moscow’s insistence, 
is considered by Turkish decision-makers as the most viable 
geopolitical option.

The EU ceases to play an important geopolitical role, and 
its leverage on the developments in the region significantly 
decreases. Russia steps into the void, with enfeebled Turkey 
becoming part of Russia’s sphere of influence. The coherence 

to worsened trade conditions for Turkey, although the EU will 
remain Turkey’s biggest trade partner, accounting for over 
40 per cent of Turkey’s trade. Beyond that, the Transatlantic 
Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) has negative impli-
cations for the Turkish economy—the renegotiation, mod-
ernisation and upgrade of the Customs Union agreement is 
not satisfactory for Turkey and does not offset the negative 
repercussions of Turkey’s exclusion from TTIP. Since Turkey’s 
economy is heavily dependent on foreign trade (accounting 
for nearly 50 per cent of Turkey’s GDP), this affects the Turk-
ish economy as a whole. Foreign investment is dwindling, 
hampering the modernisation of Turkey’s economy. The lin-
gering destabilisation of Turkey’s neighbourhood limits the 
potential for Turkish entrepreneurs (construction companies 
included) to operate in non-EU markets, including Russia. 
A burst of the construction industry bubble is highly prob-
able. In the same vein, the Turkish tourist industry is badly 
affected by the regional turmoil, the Turkey-Russia stand-off 
and the EU’s disintegration. The reckless monetary policy of 
the Turkish Central Bank, whose independence under the 
new president is continuously undermined by the political 
elites, further hits Turkish economic stability.

The economic slowdown and the regional isolation hampers 
Turkey’s quest for energy diversification, which reinforces its 
dependence on energy supplies from Russia.

The third driver for this scenario is Turkey’s role in the neigh-
bourhood. The Turkish political elite, mired by domestic eco-
nomic crises and social unrest, tries to divert public attention by 
resorting to a nationalist foreign policy rhetoric and pursuing 
an aggressive policy in the neighbourhood, punching above 
Turkey’s weight. This leads to Turkey’s regional, ‘splendid’ 
isolation, with ‘zero neighbours without problems’ becoming 
an enduring reality. Turkish foreign policy remains sectarian-
based, the relations with its neighbours ideology-driven, and 
diplomacy highly personalised (or Erdoganised). Ankara’s rela-
tions with Iran, Iraq, Egypt and Israel remain strained, and the 
Cyprus issue is unresolved. The role of the Kurds in the region 
is further strengthened and Kurdish troops are increasingly 
supported by the United States, leaving Turkey at odds with 
its EU and NATO partners, first and foremost the US. 

Tipping points

As a starting point, the EU is still not capable of effectively 
addressing the migration/refugee issue. The 18 March 2016 
EU-Turkey deal, although hailed as a major step towards 
stemming the flow of refugees, quickly turns into a dead 
letter. Although Turkey upholds its part of the bargain due to 
self-interest, it is not enough to stem the flow of refugees. The 
more the EU pressures Turkey to do more, the more Turkey 
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Geopolitical repercussions

The decline of the EU has broad geopolitical implications, 
affecting not just Turkey but the region as a whole: Rus-
sia starts playing a key role in the MENA region, which is a 
challenge to the West’s strategic interests, as Moscow sees 
its regional presence in terms of confrontation with the 
West and bolstering its global status. Thus, MENA becomes 
a proxy in the West (EU)-Russia geopolitical standoff. The 
EU loses its normative potential in transforming and de-
mocratising the region, as Russia is interested in consoli-
dating the authoritarian regimes and the regional disorder. 
Likewise, the EU loses it economic weight in the region. 
Thus, on the EU’s doorstep, there is an area of simmering 
instability and economic volatility, with Turkey becoming a 
country in between.  

of not only the EU, but also NATO, is imperilled, as Turkey is 
pressed by Moscow to fully disengage from its transatlantic 
commitments. This leads to the diminished influence not 
only of the EU but also of NATO on the Southern flank.

Indicators

The following indicators have been set that will help gauge 
the unfolding of the scenario: Turkish public opinion polls 
(i.e. support for the AKP falling below 30 per cent); Turkish 
economic performance (i.e. GDP growth falling below 2 per 
cent); Schengen suspended indefinitely within the whole of 
the EU; Russia’s defence budget (i.e. annual increase of more 
than 20 per cent); more than seven EU countries renegotiat-
ing their membership of the EU.

The Bodyguard

The ‘bodyguard’ scenario discusses the economic, social and political implications of the refugee deal for Turkey. 
While Turkey gains from a major power shift in which it is able to raise the stakes in the refugee deal, the lack of an 
alternative European solution leaves the European Union with a lack of leverage over the situation and continued 

disunity within. For the EU these implications are furthermore of key importance as its current transactional relation with 
Turkey foreshadows future policy trade-offs within this and other relationships.

Refugee deal as a game changer

Turkey’s relation with the EU will be shaped for many years 
to come by the economic, social and political implications 
of the refugee deal and the continued migration pressure 
from zones of conflict in its vicinity. While Turkey has for 
centuries been a major transit country from East to West, 

the region has seen a major increase since the upheaval in 
the Middle East beginning in 2011. In particular, refugees 
from Syria and Iraq have meant a large burden, with the 
costs on the whole covered by Turkey. Yet, with the mili-
tary escalation in Syria through regime forces and Russian 
armed forces in the Halab area, further substantial refugee 
flows are expected. Since late 2012 Turkey has been call-

Lisa Haferlach, Hertie School of Governance
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the polarisation in Turkish society between society and 
refugees becomes more pronounced. The central prob-
lem with governance in Turkey that continues to threaten 
the rule of law, freedom of expression and human rights 
does not help to alleviate this continued widening of the 
gap between different parts of the population. Yet the 
economy has a high capacity to absorb a large number of 
refugees into the workforce of its low-wage, highly labour-
intensive industries. While this results in a bolstered econo-
my that is stabilised in the medium term, in the long run it 
leads to a lack of incentives to modernise the economy and 
diversify into more knowledge-intensive and high-value-
added markets. The EU’s money versus values conundrum 
furthermore leaves the EU paralysed and shying away from 
confrontation with Turkey. Hence the EU does not regain 
its leverage but Turkey remains an important strategic 
partner with the power balance shifting further.

Towards a paid gatekeeper

The migration pressure into Turkey continues in the years 
to come. While Brexit and Grexit are averted it does not her-
ald a new beginning of unified EU policy. The agreement 
between the EU and Turkey holds but this does not lead to 
more management in terms of a good integration system, 
a well-elaborated asylum law and social benefit system in 
Turkey. In Europe also, the allocation of admitted refugees 
continues to generate tough debate among the member 
states. The pressure of refugees seeking entry into the Euro-
pean Union’s territory will keep the Schengen area and the 
social balances of some EU countries under stress.  Turkey is 
in for the money, visa liberalisation and accession prospect 
and plays along as a gatekeeper. The cheap labour sector 
in Turkey flourishes and broadens due to the ability of the 
labour market to absorb large numbers of migrants after 
the laws for entry of migrants into the labour market is fully 
endorsed. The middle-income trap cannot be solved due to 
a lack of diversification into high-value-added markets. This 
leads to wage dumping in the years that follow, creating 
antagonisms in society. The additional cleavage between 
nationals and migrants that has become a clear marker of 
societal developments from 2017 onwards becomes a cen-
tral topic for the 2019 super-election year. In the run-up to 
the elections, authoritarian tendencies increase. Due to the 
lack of solidarity and an alternative solution to effectively 
addressing the migration/refugee issue, the EU has little to 
contribute in the form of criticism and support for alternative 
voices in Turkey. The EU remains an institution, but one that 
has little power and does not have widespread legitimacy. 
A failed coup d’état follows in 2020 that leaves Turkey in a 
state of open enmity between the parties and open violence 
in society. It gives President Erdogan further grounds to shut 

ing for more international monetary support. And with a 
very limited asylum law in place which keeps refugees in 
a constant state of limbo (including the very limited rights 
for refugees regarding access to the labour market, educa-
tion and health services), a substantial number of refugees 
have been leaving Turkey to travel the land route to North-
ern Europe. 

The EU-Turkey migration deal that was reached in March 
2016 promises Turkey up to € 6 billion in financial support, 
in return for the prevention of refugees from leaving Turkey 
to reach EU territory. The money is supposed to kick-start 
an upgrading of refugees’ living conditions. However, the 
deal has also resulted in massive human rights violations 
of asylum seekers such as pushbacks to Syria. Transpar-
ency in the use of the money is a major shortcoming of 
the agreement and independent research is being sup-
pressed by the Turkish government. With more refugees 
coming into Turkey and a degrading political situation 
in the country itself, it is unclear if both sides can deliver 
their side of the bargain. The deal furthermore tolerates 
the deficiency in governance and democracy in Turkey 
and continues to shy away from criticising the expansion 
of an authoritarian system in the country and growing 
cleavages in society. The refugee deal hence drives the 
development to a greater shift in the balance of power 
between Turkey and the EU. Furthermore, the situation 
bolsters low-income industries and hence the economic 
status quo in Turkey. But for the EU too the deal has major 
implications in relation to its internal unity and foreshad-
ows further policy trade-offs to come. This necessity of 
keeping the Turkish partner happy has already made its 
mark on current debates on media freedom in Germany. 
Erdogan’s attacks against satirical sketches criticising his 
person and the unwillingness of German politicians to take 
a stand for its satirical media has triggered a major public 
debate on whether freedom of speech is being sold out 
in return for refugee containment in Germany. The lack 
of an agreement amongst EU member states to allocate 
refugees according to a distribution key gives the Turkish 
position more leverage. The crises shaking the EU increas-
ingly make a smooth, united vision an unlikely scenario. 
Push and pull factors keep the union intact but severely 
restrict its ability to function effectively and, thus, deepen 
its legitimacy and identity problems.  

The key distinguishing characteristic of this scenario is the 
continued migration pressure on Turkey, resulting from 
the upkeep of the agreement with the EU to manage the 
borders and the pushing back of illegal migrants to Turkey 
from the EU and the policy trade-offs this implies for the 
EU. Meanwhile, due to the continued unstructured nature 
of the migration flows and management within Turkey, 
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When ‘cherry-picking’ fails

The dilemma in this scenario is that EU policy makers cannot 
pick and choose as they wish to in their dealings with Turkey 
today. While they accept that they cannot solve the migra-
tion crisis without Turkey, they also need to take their norms 
and values at face value rather than selling out for economic 
and strategic interests. In the long run, this scenario shows, 
this strategy will fail, as it will leave Europe finally distraught 
with a crisis of potentially much greater severity. 

A further hardening of Turkish borders pushed for by both 
the EU and Turkey would mean a closure of flight routes out 
of Syria, leading to further violations of international and 
human rights law.

As the middle-income trap cannot be ironed out and neces-
sary reforms and developments do not go ahead, the Turkish 
goal of becoming one of the world’s ten largest economies 
remains a dream. But with the economy at first stable, then 
later faltering, this scenario makes even the top 20 insecure. 
For Europe, Turkey remains a necessary but difficult partner. 
While the strategic side is kept up, the likelihood of Turkey 
joining the EU yet again loses ground. 

down civil society and infringe civil rights. Although con-
tinued migration pressure has brought Turkey to its break-
ing point and continues to haunt the EU, the members are 
resolute in their decision to keep Turkey as its gatekeeper. 
The EU hence sells out further on its values and gives Turkey 
as its strategic partner leeway but no credible option for EU 
membership.

Indicators

Indicators that should give policymakers an idea that this 
scenario could be a likely outcome are already visible. The 
‘bodyguard’ scenario is one that spells out where the cur-
rent refugee deal could take Europe and Turkey. If migration 
pressure continues and the EU does not manage to agree 
on a system of burden sharing, but can agree on a common 
gatekeeper, this scenario becomes very likely. Furthermore, 
with the increasing pressure on wages and the deepening 
of societal fissures, right-wing nationalist violence takes hold 
in Turkey. With increasing violence within society and a gov-
ernment that no longer adheres to human rights and checks 
and balances, foreign investment levels off, leaving Turkey 
worse off in the long run. 
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Turning current tendencies upside down

Four factors are central to the realisation of this best-case 
scenario:

High level of political, economic and social inclusion 
A high level of inclusion would refer to a situation where 
most citizens in the MENA region have a stake in the po-
litical, economic and social development of their country. It 
would describe a situation of both basic equality in terms of 
political, social and economic opportunity and basic equity 
in the distribution of economic, political and social benefits 
and costs. More specifically, a high level of inclusion would 
entail a passive component (e.g. enjoyment of human, civil 
and citizenship rights, institutionalised equity in access to 
health, education, justice systems, housing, information and 
communication, mobility, culture, social protection, account-
ability, transparency) and well as an active component (e.g. 
capacities to participate in the society and in political pro-
cesses and decisions). 

High level of circular migration 
A high level of circular migration would describe a situation 
where a larger share of a country’s population would freely 
move to another country for a certain time period. People 

would and could move for various purposes; motives could 
be work-related or ‘just’ an interest in cultural exchange. De-
pending on the purpose and thus also the type of migrant, 
the benefits of a circular migration pattern would include the 
enhancement of mutual understanding, gains in financial 
and human capital for the host country and the transfer of 
skills as well as social capital to the home country. 

Low level of external interference
A low level of external interference would refer to a situa-
tion where the involvement of actors external to the MENA 
region would be minimal. International relations would take 
place on equal terms and they would be very cooperative. 
Countries would seek to tease out common values and in-
terests. Mutual respect would be at the core. In their foreign 
policymaking, external actors to the MENA region would 
take ‘inclusive growth’, ensuring of democracy and the in-
corporation of wider societal interests of their counterpart 
seriously.

High coherence of EU foreign policy
High coherence of EU foreign policy would refer to a com-
mon EU foreign policy worth its name. The EU would act 
based on consistent, long-term and anticipatory policies and 
mechanisms. It would quickly learn from crises and mistakes. 

Association of
MENA and European
Countries (AMEC)

In this best case scenario EU-MENA relations are characterised by peace, economic prosperity, social justice, mutual 
understanding, freedom of movement and close social and cultural exchanges. The MENA region is economically highly 
attractive and is a member of the OECD. Islamophobia in Europe and negative stereotypes of the West in the Arab street 

belong to a different time. The EU and the MENA region have established a common political forum, the ‘Association of 
MENA and European Countries’ (AMEC).

Isabel Schäfer, Mediterranean Institute Berlin /
German Development Institute (DIE)
Nikolas Scherer, Hertie School of Governance

European Union and MENA
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It would act in a consequentialist manner if actors it engages 
with do not comply with its values- and human-rights-based 
approach to foreign policy. That implies the EU would, if 
necessary, also take difficult policy decisions that may even 
harm its interests in the short term if such decisions secured 
its interests in the long run. Still, the EU would make sure 
it acts highly cooperatively, primarily using its ‘soft power’, 
including its economic leverage, by taking the larger geo-
political situation into account. 

The MENA region has achieved the sustainable develop-
ment goals and its economies are competitive in the world 
markets. Within the region there is a high degree of eco-
nomic and political cooperation. A pluralistic political land-
scape and increasingly ‘good governance’ characterise the 
different countries; human rights and minority rights are 
respected, and education, healthcare and social systems 
have substantially improved. Circular migration of both a 
skilled and unskilled labour force from the MENA region to 
the EU demonstrates the close interconnectedness of Euro-
pean and MENA job markets and societies. The social and 
economic interconnectedness fosters the exchange of ideas, 
promotes innovation and mutual cultural understanding, 
and strengthens tolerance and diversity in the respective 
societies. The increasing opportunities in the MENA region 
lead to increasing migration from the EU to the MENA region 
(e.g. entrepreneurs, start-ups, pensioners, students, scien-
tists, artists), attracting additional foreign direct investment. 
The EU and MENA establish themselves as a highly innova-
tive common cultural and socioeconomic space, marked 
by the founding of the ‘Association of MENA and European 
Countries (AMEC)’.

Towards AMEC

How did we get there? The beginning marked a radical 
change in the European approach towards the region. This 
was enabled through a reform and a change of mindset in 
the European institutions. The EU established itself as a true 
foreign policy actor: it developed a coherent political vision, 
gave it the diplomatic administration together with the re-
sources it needed, and developed a more comprehensive 
policy instrument toolbox. Most importantly, however, in-
tensive discussions within the EU led to a radical revision of 
its paternalistic, Eurocentric, self-interested (particularly its 
economic interest-oriented) approach towards the region. 
The EU realised that it had to approach the MENA region on 
equal terms by taking local political-economic conditions, 
needs and interests seriously. The EU established a coherent 
long-term political strategy in close cooperation in which it 
integrated the interests of other local and regional actors—
in particular political-economic ones—in its conceptualisa-

tion and subsequent implementation. It did so by involving 
experts from the MENA region in the strategy development 
process. 

While the EU, and particularly its old elites, first felt uncom-
fortable with this new strategy as it contradicted long-estab-
lished practices, it quickly realised that its regionally differ-
entiated and geopolitical outlook was the right choice. The 
EU managed not only to establish itself as an ‘honest broker’ 
in the Syrian and Libyan civil wars but also contributed sub-
stantially to securing peace. It did so by establishing efficient, 
target-oriented multilateral diplomatic dialogues through 
its full diplomatic service and by using its financial power, 
in the form of aid and grants, to support the rebuilding of 
the countries. In the follow-up the EU declared a renewed 
emphasis on state-building, democracy and human rights 
in the region and substantiated such claims with substan-
tial financial and economic support. It created the ‘Mogh-
erini Plan’, which foresaw privileged access to EU markets 
through a preferential trade agreement, easier travel condi-
tions through mobility partnerships and substantial finan-
cial support to the region (only to those countries/actors in 
need of and seriously interested in close cooperation). In that 
context, the EU and the MENA countries (including Israel) 
created a common political forum, the ‘Association of MENA 
and European Countries (AMEC)’, to define systematically 
common interests and delineate goals, targets and priorities 
and thus to strengthen mutual inter-regional cooperation 
(in all fields). As the region stabilised economically, socially 
and security-wise, radical forces like ISIS lost their ideologi-
cal power and dissolved. The MENA region, once perceived 
as a ‘lost region’, became more attractive within European 
business circles. Religious extremism (in the MENA region 
and the EU), popular European clichés of the MENA region’s 
‘backwardness’ and right-wing extremism in the EU are in 
retreat. 

Building on the huge success of the ‘Mogherini Plan’, the fo-
rum created a successor programme, the ‘Al-Bathisch Plan’. 
The ‘Al-Bathisch Plan’ was based on a people-centred ap-
proach and aimed at deepening the social ties between the 
two regions. Already the name of the plan indicated the EU’s 
dramatic policy shift towards the region over time. The plan 
facilitated not only visa access (lower criteria to get the ‘blue 
card’) but also the process to get European citizenship. Al-
Bathisch, leader of the common Euro-med political forum 
since 2025, sought to realise the vision of a double Euro-
med citizenship. He was supported by a strange alliance of 
young entrepreneurs on both shores of the Mediterranean, 
digital nomads, students, artists and European pensioners 
who pass the winter in the far sunnier South. The mutual and 
fertile social exchanges challenged the stereotypes of the 
West (i.e. ‘double standards’) in the Arab street and, likewise, 
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perceptions of Islam within the EU and perceptions of the 
EU in the MENA region; number of successful start-ups in 
the MENA region.

European approach on the rise

The success of this large-scale policy shift is indicated by 
peace and economic prosperity on both sides of the Medi-
terranean. The MENA region not only achieved high inte-
gration into the world market (competitiveness, employ-
ability) and the sustainable development goals but also 
joined the OECD. The success of the European approach led 
to a decline of national and EU-member foreign policies. 
What emerged is a multipolar order with regions as key ac-
tors. This new alliance between the MENA region and the 
EU, in turn, creates increasing tensions with Russia, China 
and the US. Russia, together with Iran and China and other 
nations of the East, are constructing a more stable alliance 
to counterbalance the rising influence of the AMEC on 
global policymaking. Meanwhile the US, after a period of 
neo-isolationist attitudes, has returned to the global stage 
demanding a clear transatlantic commitment and a renew-
al of the failed TTIP negotiations. More and more European 
investment is flowing to the MENA region and challenges 
the US dollar as the world’s currency. 

Islamophobia in European countries. These developments 
gave way to new perceptions of the other. Contemporary 
historians came to the conclusion that the 19th and 20th 
centuries constituted an unusual estrangement between 
two regions that actually have belonged together.

Indicators

A number of indicators will demonstrate if the AMEC sce-
nario will be realised. A better score of the MENA region’s 
Human Development Index, the region’s GDP, level of FDI 
and Sustainable Development Goals would signify a trend 
in that direction. Also positive scores in governance indi-
ces as provided, for instance, by Transparency International 
(transparency of governmental institutions, transparency 
of public budgeting and the degree of corruption) or the 
Human Rights Index (e.g. number of arbitrary arrests and 
incidences of torture; degree of freedom of expression, re-
spect of minority rights, freedom of belief ) help to establish 
if the region is developing towards an AMEC scenario. Indica-
tors that capture the state of EU-MENA relations could be: 
number of double citizenships; number of mixed marriages/
partnerships; number of pupil and student exchanges; num-
ber of EU-MENA partner companies; degree of intra-regional 
trade; degree of dismantling of borders and border controls; 

A region troubled by violent conflicts marked by multiple fault lines based on ethnic, sectarian and ideological dif-
ferences—all of which were fuelled by competing external actors. Past dividing lines within and between states 
became meaningless; the end of conflicts—civil, proxy or inter-state—took decades. Militias reigned freely within 

and across borders. The death toll was devastating, and millions of people were displaced. Such was the history of the 
original Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648), fought within the realm of the fragmented Holy Roman Empire. This picture serves 
as a starting point for a scenario exploring the assumption of a new Thirty Years’ War in the MENA region. Five years after 
the beginning of the Arab Uprisings, a period of destructive conflicts, economic plight and massive population move-
ments with no end in sight has begun. A new Thirty Years’ War?

Wiebke Ewering, Hertie School of Governance
Benjamin Preisler, NATO

A New
Thirty Years’ War
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ers from all over the world, Houthi rebel groups in Yemen, 
remnants of the Yemenite state security forces, intermittent 
support forces from other Sunni Arab states (e.g. Egypt, Jordan, 
UAE) and Western air power and a limited number of boots on 
the ground (predominately from the US, France and the UK).

Local alliances of convenience dynamically shift, but broad 
dividing lines are discernible along geopolitical affiliation 
with Iran or Saudi Arabia; Sunni or Shia beliefs; and support 
for political Islam or opposition to it. None of these divid-
ing lines is clear-cut, as the strong competition within the 
jihadist, let alone political Islam as a whole, camp shows. The 
mechanisms of perpetual war help authoritarian regimes 
and leaders maintain their positions of economic and po-
litical superiority. The continued fighting keeps death rates 
high and in combination with a humanitarian crisis ensures 
that refugees continue to leave conflict zones, but also the 
region as a whole, in massive numbers.

In line with a locally fragmented and dynamic warzone, war-
fare differs widely but includes elements of symmetrical and 
asymmetrical as well as analogue and digital fighting.

Towards fighting on all fronts 

The chronology of events leading to the outcome of the sce-
nario offered below describes the region’s continued descent 
into the abyss. Five years after the Arab Uprisings, optimism 
already has given way to cynicism as war reigns in Syria, Ye-
men and Libya, while Egypt grapples with authoritarian re-
pression and a terrorist backlash. No actor in any of these 
places seems capable of winning militarily. The EU’s desire 
to contribute to regional stability no longer exists. 

In June 2016, the Brexit camp wins the referendum; sover-
eign control over immigration was the convincing argument 
for the eurosceptics.  

Confrontations in refugee camps in Lebanon have spillover 
effects into the rest of Lebanon. When Shia neighbourhoods 
are repeatedly targeted by suicide attacks, Hezbollah takes 
over the role of a security provider for the whole country 
without the approval of the Sunni and Christian groups. The 
Lebanese civil war begins to reignite. The resulting renewed 
influx of refugees from Lebanon towards Europe results in 
another de facto suspension of the Schengen Agreement. 
Right-wing party successes at the polls throughout Europe 
prevent the establishment of EU asylum procedures and a 
fair redistribution of refugees.

The breakdown of the Saudi-supported Yemenite state struc-
tures results in a Saudi-led ground intervention of an Arab 

Underlying forces

The new Thirty Years’ War scenario is characterised by five 
key drivers: ideological, confessional and ethnic tensions, 
the non-cooperative intervention of external actors in the 
region and massive economic disruption. First of all, the con-
frontation between political Islam in its many shades and 
authoritarian governments continues, while supporters of 
liberal democracy fail to weigh in. This happens partly be-
cause authoritarian leaders rely on violent conflict to sustain 
their grip on power. Additionally, these regimes’ erratic and 
corrupt policies lead to their failure to address the socio-
economic grievances of local populations. A backlash of 
increasing radicalisation and jihadist rebel groups is thus 
at once purposefully brought about and at the same time 
incontrollable. Confessional confrontations between Sunni 
and Shia interpretations of Islam will increase further—
drawing in disgruntled youths from within the region and 
beyond. Established fiefdoms on both sides are sustained 
with the help of foreign fighters from Afghanistan, Europe, 
Iran, Russia, and beyond. Meanwhile ethnic confrontations 
between Arabs, Kurds and other regional groups continue. 

Furthermore, the outside actors worsen the situation both 
by what they do and what they fail to do. The international 
community remains incapable of intervening in a concerted 
and cooperative way. The European Union remains passive 
in the region, as EU member states disagree about strate-
gies and goals in the MENA region. Individually, European 
countries and the US intervene in a limited way, incoher-
ently and intermittently. Turkey and Russia pursue their own 
strategic interests. Confrontational intervention by Iran and 
Saudi Arabia in their quest for regional supremacy and along 
sectarian-ideological fault lines goes a long way towards 
sustaining these conflicts. 

Finally, dramatic economic disruptions affect all parts of the 
population and intensify conflicts for resources as well as 
population movements. A self-perpetuating war economy 
at the nexus of organised crime, human trafficking and ter-
rorism will afflict the region for years to come.

 A spillover of violence

The expansion of the Syrian civil war into a region-wide con-
frontation of multiple state and non-state actors with the 
occasional spillover of violence towards Europe has already 
begun but will accelerate and widen. Actors include, but are 
not limited to, the Assad regime, numerous Arabic Syrian rebel 
groups (al-Nusra, Daesh and many other groups), Kurdish 
militias (PKK, YPG, Peshmerga), Hezbollah, troops from Iraq, 
Turkey, Iran, Russia and Saudi Arabia, as well as jihadist fight-
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South. Daesh continuously attempts to enter into Jordan. 
A foray into Amman, due to existing security agreements 
with Jordan, draws the US further into the conflict with an 
increasing number of soldiers on the ground.

With other Syrian rebel groups bearing the brunt of the 
fight against Assad’s regime, Daesh has consolidated its 
hold in Syria and Iraq. Cooperation between its affiliates 
in Libya, the Egyptian Sinai and elsewhere in North Africa 
has increased. These affiliates have increasingly developed 
proto-government structures of their own, becoming an at-
tractive destination for disillusioned young people in their 
respective regions.

In 2025, exhaustion has begun to set in amongst all actors 
and fighting decreases. Yet, no single actor is in control and 
much of the region has come to be dominated by local fief-
doms. The EU still has not found a clearer role in efforts to 
end the multiple conflicts, let alone developed a compre-
hensive regional strategy.

Indicators

The following indicators deserve closer attention by poli-
cymakers, foreign affairs experts and human rights activ-
ists.  First among these is the arms trade. Transparency in 
armaments can help determine if excessive or destabilising 
accumulations of arms are taking place. The UN Register of 
Conventional Arms lists the official exports and imports of 
seven categories of major weapons. Detecting illegal arms 
trade is more difficult to achieve. Reports from human rights 
organisations or analysis of stock prices can help to detect 
illegal arms trade.

Second is the flow of foreign fighters. Figures on the flow 
of fighters to the Middle East and North Africa collected by 
intelligence officials can show the scope of the conflict.

The third indicator is the death toll. Terrorism is a difficult 
object to quantify, but statistics on the total incidences of 
terrorism, where they happen and the rate of deaths from 
terrorism can reveal shifting concentrations of attacks. Also, 
death tolls, including juxtaposition of death tolls by authori-
tarian regimes and non-state actors, could reveal the extent 
of warfare and destruction.

Getting out of hand

This is based on a continuation and worsening of existing 
trends of state meltdown and conflict. Negotiations and 
peace talks continue as ineffectively as they have in the 

coalition of the willing. This coalition quickly breaks up in the 
wake of mounting loss of life and high economic costs. Fight-
ing in Yemen has intensified due to wide-spread mobilisation 
against the presence of foreign troops. Despite international 
condemnation, France, Germany and the UK continue to 
supply Saudi Arabia with arms that are being used in Yemen. 

In 2019, after the two-year transmission period, the UK 
leaves the EU. Kurdistan declares its independence after a 
referendum. Turkey refuses to recognise this independent 
Kurdish state on its border to Syria and Iraq. The Iraqi army 
also declares war on its former Kurdish region. 

Following a number of suicide attacks in Moscow and Tehran 
carried out by Daesh operatives, Russian and Iranian troops 
take part in the conflict directly in increasing numbers. In 
response to this, the foreign fighter flow to Daesh and other 
jihadist groups looking to prevent a Shia–Christian coalition 
from winning in Syria increases. 

After an attack in Berlin, the German government decides to 
invoke Article 42.7, the mutual defence clause of the Treaty 
on the European Union, as France did in 2015 without any 
major consequences. The invocation conveys intergovern-
mental consultations that come up with mechanisms for 
greater sharing of intelligence among EU states via the anti-
terrorist Europol Information System (EIS) as well as mea-
sures to tackle extremism in Europe online, in prisons and 
through education.

A military intervention in Libya by a coalition of Western 
countries and regional actors has failed. Across Northern 
Africa, the nexus of terrorism and transnational organised 
crime is expanding from Libya into the Sahel as well as the 
Southern parts of Algeria, Egypt and Tunisia. The EU once 
again fails to respond to these crisis situations as the mem-
ber states can only agree on containment measures and do 
not manage to implement greater and better-targeted aid 
to transit states. A deeper and more systematic engagement 
with regional partners falls foul of the continuing renation-
alisation processes in the member countries; for instance a 
campaign to improve job and education prospects in these 
countries to ensure that people stay in their countries of 
origin is never implemented. 

Foreign fighters returning to Saudi Arabia, Jordan and UAE 
carry Daesh’s assassination tactics and high-profile terrorist 
attacks back to their home countries. This leads to increased 
support for Sunni rebel groups other than Daesh, which signif-
icantly augments the multidimensional nature of the conflict.

Israel is completely surrounded by threats. Hezbollah, Daesh 
and al-Qaeda affiliates threaten Israel in the North, East and 
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contribute to the emergence of a stronger European iden-
tity—defined by what it is not: Arab and Muslim. At the same 
time, the vote share and political weight of European na-
tionalist and populist parties offering easy solutions against 
immigration and terrorism will continue to rise, with the oc-
casional right-wing party coming to power. 

The European open society will regress in a climate where 
limited economic growth rates combine with a pronounced 
fear of the ‘other’. Social safety nets will be exposed to much 
political pressure as the ethnic heterogenisation of Europe-
an societies continues, public finances are put under pres-
sure, and a lack of economic growth abets the emergence of 
an ethnically marked societal underclass.  There will also be 
an important economic cost to the disruption of transport as 
a reaction to terrorist attacks, especially in countries where 
populist parties succeed in putting pressure on mainstream 
politicians. Schengen could be a victim of these pressures 
with unforeseeable consequences on the Single Market.

Concomitantly and faced with a border control crisis beyond 
any single nation’s capacity, it is likely that EU capacities in 
any realm pertaining to the prevention of outside chaos im-
pacting EU member states will increase. These include for ex-
ample a common border control capacity, a deeper common 
energy policy and diplomatic ad hoc foreign policy coalitions 
on issues of particular interest for the member states. EU 
domestic solutions such as a common asylum policy will be 
more difficult to achieve. It is also unlikely that more proac-
tive aspects of foreign and security policy, such as military 
capacities, will be developed.

recent past. An entrenched war economy and micro-level 
political interests prevent a solution from coming about.

For Europe and the EU in particular, there are multiple im-
plications for this scenario, the most important of which are 
increased powers for EU decision-making, the Europeanisation 
of public debate in the EU paradoxically driven by an increased 
role for nationalist parties from the political right, pressure on 
public finances and a regression of the open society. The EU’s 
consensus-based decision-making in the foreign policy realm 
continues to hamper its relevance in the region. Much focus 
has been put on the containment of conflict at the EU borders 
instead, including the development of EU border guard capaci-
ties and the reduction of dependence on the region’s energy 
supplies. However, some progress in institutional reform has 
been made as an elite-driven process leading to increased 
intergovernmental cooperation in European foreign policy. 
These limited coalitions driving EU foreign policy continue to 
contribute to the success of anti-integration parties. 

The main direct impact of a new Thirty Years’ War will remain 
the combustible mix of sustained important refugee flows 
and domestic (both Daesh-linked and right-wing) terrorism. 
This will have contradictory economic effects. While it will 
attenuate the demographic pressure weighing on European 
economies, it puts pressure on public finances (which argu-
ably is a good development to reignite European growth 
rates in the current liquidity trap).

Politically, the common cause of the nationalist European 
right to combat the immigration of the European ‘other’ will 

Ahmed Badawi, Freie Universität Berlin

A Chinese model
for MENA?

This scenario envisages growing political, social and economic inclusion in the MENA countries – under widespread 
soft authoritarian rule in the region. It means that these developments happen not under the model of a Western 
democracy but rather under the Chinese model of soft authoritarianism. In reaction to the political change, some 

Islamist groups feel excluded from politics and the economy and move further towards extremism, carrying out spectacu-
lar terrorist attacks both in the region and in Western countries. Nonetheless, the economic ties between the European 
Union and the MENA region become stronger.



|   European Union in the World 2025   |   Scenarios for EU relations with its neighbours and strategic partners 51European Union 2025 – Strategic partners   |   European Union and MENA   |

heirs of al-Qaeda and the Islamic State, who by the end of the 
period will exist more as ideological trends than coherent or-
ganisations, will move further towards extremism as a result 
of their exclusion from politics and the economy, and their 
discourse will become more entrenched and totalitarian. 
Key countries shaping the tempo of events in the region will 
continue to be Egypt, Syria and Saudi Arabia and their coop-
eration/conflict with the major non-Arab regional powers of 
Israel, Turkey and Iran. Other countries of significance will be 
Tunisia, Libya and Algeria. European policy will continue to 
be reactive and confused, driven mainly by economic and 
security interests. 

How will the future unfold?

Between now and 2020, the region slides further into dis-
order but then slowly levels out. The war in Syria continues. 
But Russian, Iranian and increasingly Chinese involvement 
begins to create conditions favourable to the survival of 
the current regime. In both Syria and Iraq, the Islamic State 
receives fatal blows and slowly disintegrates. More radical 
splinter groups relocate elsewhere, to Sinai in Egypt and to 
Libya, which intensifies the ‘war on terror’ in these countries. 

In the case of Egypt, the fight against insurgents in Sinai 
ensures that Europe continues to turn a blind eye to the 
repression exercised by the regime against its opponents. 
Despite voices inside Europe getting louder in their criticism 
of the regime, official European policy continues to favour 
the protection of its security and economic interests in Egypt 
and the rest of the region. The regime of Abdel Fatah al-Sisi 
thus survives despite its failure to revitalise the economy. 
Faced with the need to update their strategies and innovate 
their oppositional tactics, the opposition finally manages 
to unite behind a single presidential candidate who runs 
against al-Sisi in the 2018 presidential elections. Al-Sisi wins, 
but widespread irregularities and repressive measures by 
the regime before and during the election lead to an explo-
sion of public anger. The military, not wishing to risk another 
meltdown similar to that of 2011, chooses to negotiate with 
the leaders of the opposition. A compromise is reached and 
a period of calm follows.

In Algeria, the death of the ailing president Abdelaziz Boute-
flika leads to conflict inside the ruling class and there, too, a 
compromise is reached. Tunisia is relatively calm, and Libya 
continues to be divided, de facto if not de jure, between two 
rival regimes: an Islamist one in the west and a nationalist 
one in the east. The fault line between the two regimes is 
filled by the Islamic State and groups loyal to it. Saudi Arabia 
continues to struggle economically, and its adversarial rela-
tion with Iran hardens its resolve to build and consolidate a 

Underlying forces

Two factors are central to the realisation of this scenario. 
The first driving force is the high level of political, social and 
economic inclusion in the region in the wake of the period 
of upheaval that followed the Arab Spring and the institu-
tional meltdown that accompanied it. Generally, the exis-
tence of social, political and economic inclusion is vital to 
secure sufficient social cohesion and symmetry as well as a 
basic societal consensus in order to sustain a body politic in 
the form of a modern (territorial) state. The improvement of 
multidimensional inclusion is seen to have positive effects 
regarding open and fair societies and political systems, pros-
perity and peaceful conflict resolution as well as regarding 
political, social and economic sustainability and cooperative 
external and trade relations.

The second driving force is the rise of totalitarian Islamist dis-
course as a reaction to shrinking political space and military 
pressure. As a result, the Islamists harden their positions and 
push their discourse further towards extremism.

Soft authoritarianism
instead of democracy

The failure of the so-called Arab Spring has resulted in disil-
lusionment with the very idea of democracy in the region. 
The majority of people in countries like Egypt, Saudi Arabia 
and Algeria see the war and destruction that is unfolding 
in Syria, Libya and Yemen and they opt for stability, becom-
ing averse to the risks of political change. The states in the 
region, with their entrenched authoritarian structures, are 
happy to reinforce such sentiments. And in varying degrees, 
they begin to adopt elements of the Islamist discourse, even 
while persecuting Islamist groups, in order to sustain their 
legitimacy in the eyes of their populations. But increased 
repression, coupled with economic failure, galvanises the 
opposition and people begin to take to the streets once 
more, in small numbers at first, then later in larger and larger 
numbers. A number of ‘focusing events’ take place which 
push many countries in the region to the verge of total col-
lapse, such as a disputed presidential election or the death 
of a long-reigning president. Realising that the status quo is 
no longer sustainable, and unwilling to risk a repeat of the 
events of 2011, regional regimes opt for compromise. By the 
end of the period, ca 2025, the new political settlement will 
begin to consolidate, leading to a real possibility of higher 
levels of political, social and economic inclusion in the re-
gion. However, this will not be an emulation of the Western 
model of democracy but rather of the Chinese model of soft 
authoritarianism coupled with economic efficiency. Some 
Islamists will be co-opted in this new reality. But others, the 
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period, on indicators such as the fight against corruption, 
government effectiveness and ease of doing business. Eco-
nomic growth, reflected in the growth of GDP per capita, will 
stagnate or grow slowly at the beginning of the period but 
will accelerate towards the end of the period. The number 
of victims of ‘Islamist’ violence will fluctuate throughout the 
whole period.

Sacrificing ideas for the economy

The main implication of this scenario is that the region’s eco-
nomic success deprives the European Union of its key tools 
to influence developments in the region, namely investment 
and aid. The EU finds itself in a dilemma: forget its ideals (of 
promoting democracy and human rights) if it wants to cap-
ture a piece of the economic pie that is being generated in 
the region, or continue to adhere to its values but risk being 
excluded from reaping the benefits of doing business in a 
lucrative region, and losing out to its competitors, mainly 
China. The EU opts for maintaining its economic and security 
interests in the region. As for the region itself, authoritarian-
ism will persist, albeit in a less repressive form. Economic 
development will be more fairly spread out, and a new set 
of winners and losers will emerge. Beyond 2025, with politi-
cal stability and economic development, regimes lose their 
incentive for continuing authoritarian rule, and social forces 
supporting democracy, rule of law and other elements of 
good governance will have more influence across the region. 

Sunni alliance in the region, and makes it try to build more 
forms of tacit cooperation with Israel.

In the following period, 2020–2025, the war in Syria fizzles 
out. The regime survives but is severely battered, which forces 
it to seek compromise with a tame opposition. The com-
promise in Egypt holds, which frees the state to focus on its 
confrontation with the radical Islamists in Sinai and pursue 
bolder economic policies at home. The Chinese model pro-
vides further inspiration, and slowly the economy begins to 
take off. Attempts to modify the constitution to allow al-Sisi 
to run for presidential office for a third time fail. In the 2022 
presidential elections, the candidate of the regime, a retired 
army general, wins with a narrow margin and appoints a 
government of technocrats to continue with the economic 
reforms. A similar scenario unfolds in Algeria, and in Tunisia the 
Islamists come to power again. In the meantime, the Islamic 
State fails to expand its presence and influence in Libya and 
the group and its affiliates shift their discourse further towards 
totalitarianism. They carry out spectacular and successful 
terrorist attacks in the region and further afield, in Europe. 

Indicators

The region in the following few years will continue to score 
badly on various good governance indicators such as free-
dom of expression, rule of law and human rights, while it 
will slowly begin to perform better, towards the end of the 
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Camp nationalism

This scenario1 is based on the assumption that migratory movements within the MENA–EU region will remain high 
or will even significantly increase with the EU being the major destination, and that simultaneously the political 
and policy coherence of the EU will decrease and be low. In 2016, it was the issue of (attempted) migration into 

the EU itself that appeared to lead to or drastically reinforce tendencies of incoherence and renationalisation. These 
continued to spill over into other areas of cooperation and began to result in departures from a more general European 
common ground—such deviations are currently de facto being accepted by the governments of the EU member states.

While the issue of migration—especially but not only from 
the South—has been politicised and viewed through a 
 security lens before, a new degree of permanence and of 
comprehensiveness regarding the implications for the mi-
grants, the EU’s partner states and the EU itself will be reached. 

Securitizing migration bilaterally

As a starting point in this scenario it is expected that the 
background and root causes of the current large-scale 
 migration from or through the MENA region will continue 
to exist. (International) initiatives to reach a conflict reso-
lution in Syria will not be implemented successfully in the 
near future and while ISIS could be weakened in Iraq and 
Syria, like-minded actors will succeed in firmly establishing 
themselves in the Sahel, Libya and the Sinai. Furthermore, 

people fleeing from natural and man-made disasters, from 
structural violence, Boko Haram and other extremists’ rule, 
poverty and repression from sub-Saharan Africa to the North 
increase the pressure on infrastructure, societal receptivity 
and labour markets also in the MENA countries themselves, 
where sustainable peace, human rights and basic freedoms, 
decent living conditions and public order are far from being 
(re-)established. Thus in many cases, MENA governments 
and societies have an interest in turning their country from 
a destination country into a transit state by letting migrants 
proceed towards Europe.

Refugees who the EU were supposed to take in according to 
the 2016 ‘Merkel-Turkey’ deal could not be distributed within 
the EU as more and more member states refuse to accept 
any migrants from the MENA region. After the agreement 
is eventually cancelled entirely by Turkey due to perceived 
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failure on the part of the EU to deliver the quid pro quo, the 
Turkish government turns a blind eye to cross-border human 
trafficking towards Greece and Bulgaria.

Thus, also in Europe, high numbers of migrants continue 
to arrive at the external borders. Daily reports of inhumane 
treatment of them within states along their routes and of 
migrants drowning in the Mediterranean persist. Trafficking 
of human beings even experiences a massive upturn.

The directly affected states in the region, such as Lebanon 
and Jordan, as well as in Europe are overwhelmed and the 
situation of refugees on their territories deteriorates further, 
but solidarity, burden-sharing and common measures within 
the EU can still not be attained. Instead public mutual finger-
pointing and criticism intensify.

Additionally, several smallish radical Islamist terrorist attacks 
take place across Europe, in some cases with the proven in-
volvement of people having previously been registered as 
asylum seekers. At this point, the issue of migration has be-
come entirely securitised.

Enticed by right-wing populist parties that have already 
massively gained ground throughout the EU, parts of the 
societies in Europe react in an extremely hostile and indis-
criminate manner with regard to migrants and refugees and 
thus force even moderate European governments to take 
action against immigration in order to avoid being voted 
out of office.

But as Turkey keeps reiterating its demands for the accelera-
tion of the membership negotiations and the inclusion of 
comprehensive exception clauses on top of visa exemption 
to be granted in return for strengthened ‘border manage-
ment’ and the reception of refugees and displaced persons, 
a new agreement with the EU as a whole cannot be reached. 
Also due to high levels of disagreement within the EU, initia-
tives are taken by the border states to seal off their individ-
ual countries and thus the EU to the outside. The defensive 
build-up and a militarisation of language and activities in-
tensify. The lockdown of the land and sea borders of Bulgaria 
leads to a mere rerouting of refugees once again.

After the already severe tensions between groups of EU 
member states regarding the reception, registration, sup-
port, (re-)distribution and general treatment of refugees 
waiting on the outside borders or in the fence areas and 
of those already on EU territory escalate, the first members 
declare the permanent suspension of the Schengen agree-
ment. Now more and more national borders within the EU 
are unilaterally closed and controlled as well.

Thus, isolation, intra-EU policy fragmentation and renation-
alisation proceed incrementally: the militarily supported 
‘management’ of the EU’s external borders is followed by the 
‘strengthening’ of borders and border controls within the EU 
and even the Schengen zone. The ‘protection’ of  (national) 
borders from ‘irregular’ migrants becomes a priority of na-
tional governments as a reaction to high levels of migration 
movements around and towards European Union territory 
and to a simultaneous blanket rejection thereof by growing 
parts of the political spectrum. The reasons for the emer-
gence and development of mass migratory movements are 
perceived and presented by these actors as unchangeable 
(in the short term) and only influenceable by the EU to a 
minimum extent. Thus the main objective of policymakers 
becomes to halt their immediate demanding and challeng-
ing (‘dangerous’) implications for the EU—or more precisely 
for the national governments of Europe. The respective secu-
ritising and militarising thrust with regard to the policy field 
of migration, framed in a reputedly neutral and pragmatic 
administrative language, is gradually accepted and no lon-
ger questioned in large parts of the governments, political 
parties, mainstream media and societies.

In parallel to an increasing compartmentalisation of the Eu-
ropean Union which also begins to seriously hamper the 
four EU freedoms (especially the free movement of persons, 
services and goods) and slows down economic exchange 
and trade, bilateral measures are being taken with regard 
to ‘partners’ within the broader MENA region.  Egypt, Jordan 
and Libyan interlocutors now have more leverage in nego-
tiating with individual European states like Italy, Spain and 
Greece instead of the EU as a whole—especially as after the 
suspension of Schengen these states cannot let refugees 
arriving on their coast proceed to the Central and Northern 
EU member states and thus have to deal with the implica-
tions on their own.

Bilateral measures taken between individual EU states and 
their partners across the MENA region include agreements 
on sales of arms and military technology and equipment, 
readmission agreements, cooperation in border security and 
the fight against terrorism, strategic partnerships and a gen-
eral upgrading of diplomatic ties for instance through an 
official acknowledgement or informal treatment of partner 
countries not only as safe states of origin but also as safe 
third states. As economic, political and strategic relations 
intensify and also as in some countries the authorities lack 
interest, reliability, competences and capabilities to fulfil the 
agreements by themselves, certain EU member states de-
clare the opening of refugee camps they finance and go on 
to manage on the soil of so-called ‘cooperative states’ in the 
MENA region. While some EU states are still trying urgently 
to secure Turkey’s collaboration in this matter, Turkey is for 
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the dependency of European states on regimes within the 
MENA region growing extensively). This is happening against 
a backdrop of foreign policy orientations, arrangements and 
actions embedded in and driven by nationalist frameworks 
on both sides of the Mediterranean.

On the European side, furthermore, a polarisation develops 
along several axes: within societies, between governments 
and their populations as well as between EU states or even 
between certain EU states and the European or EU common 
ground as such. There is a risk that this polarisation will severely 
impact upon further external and internal policy and coopera-
tion fields in the medium to long term. As the EU layer loses 
ground, the previous and EU-specific ambition to extend its 
liberal and individualised Human Security concept to its exter-
nal activities and cooperation partners becomes void. Those 
EU member states involved in the system of externalising the 
‘issue’ of refugee camps and more broadly of migrants from the 
MENA region (and beyond) through close cooperation with 
MENA regimes now openly accept the differences between 
their individual foreign policies and the predominance of 
national interests and agendas over a common EU approach. 
This includes them establishing diverging concepts of security 
in the context of migration, and thus deviating from and even 
altering fundamental EU–European principles. First there is 
a very encompassing and individualised concept of security 
including physical, political, economic and welfare security, 
which applies to citizens of European states that are to be 
protected as individuals by ‘their’ state (of origin). In general, 
this also applies to European citizens in a host EU state, albeit 
to varying degrees depending on national migration policies 
and the according regulations regarding in-work benefits, 
child benefits and tax credits for non-national EU migrants 
especially after the demise of Schengen. 

Finally, there is another concept of security focusing on 
state and border security which the European states follow 
outside of Europe and especially in the MENA region—and 
which has now also become the framework for dealing 
with non-EU migrants (including refugees) from the MENA 
region in Europe This concept centres on a territorial no-
tion of security and is based on an exclusionist rationale. 
It furthermore represents migrants in a de-individualised 
and indiscriminate manner as a security risk with regard to 
which the European states see a need to protect themselves 
as states and ‘nations’.

This double or rather triple standard (national, European and 
non-European) in security matters—security for humans 
safeguarded by the state and on the other hand security of 
the state from (‘another category’ of ) humans—that mani-
fests itself in many statements and policies across Europe 
and in the member states’ foreign policies will be exploited 

the time being bypassed by several cooperation frameworks. 
Thus, many migrants are nevertheless stopped before they 
reach EU borders, which improves the bargaining position 
of the EU member state governments vis-à-vis Turkey.

This practice of managing refugee camps across a continu-
ously unstable MENA region in cooperation with the respec-
tive local governments is increasingly used by all affected Eu-
ropean states and the refugee camps become cemented over 
time. However, the living conditions and human rights situ-
ations in the camps deteriorate constantly and inhabitants 
are not permitted to work or to move out of the camps into 
the host country proper. Their only option is to return to their 
countries of origin, where the repressive conditions and vio-
lent conflicts are persisting. Border controls and cooperation 
between European states and partner governments continue 
to increase. A broad spectrum of so-called security measures 
by local regimes within their territories are accepted by the 
European states. Most of the latter have by now completely 
abandoned the good governance and individualised ‘Human 
Security’ paradigms and instead press ahead with isolation 
for national and state security reasons. In order to keep the 
camps from massive overcrowding, the EU states selectively 
consider asylum applications and requests for work permits 
and grant visas to the most skilled applicants, depending on 
the needs of the respective domestic job markets. 

Broader economic, political and societal conflicts in the 
MENA region and beyond continue to be the context of 
and sources for large-scale migratory movements but the 
efforts of the European states to help solve them have al-
most stopped as this is no longer their common priority. 
These issues are now left to be dealt with by regional actors 
like Algeria, Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Iran, as wished by them, 
which improves cross-Mediterranean bilateral governmen-
tal relations. The EU as such has ceased to exist as an actor 
(with its traditional and/or attributed characteristics, political 
principles and ambitions) in the Southern Mediterranean. 
It has now also completely lost its authoritative voice and 
influence as a broker in conflict situation and as a ‘norma-
tive power’ in development cooperation and in good gov-
ernance and human rights promotion. Some member states 
still individually engage in dialogue and cooperation with 
certain states and actors, but they are mostly seen and well 
respected as pragmatic business and cooperation partners 
that have shed the former preachy EU rhetoric.

EU’s new exteral security concept

EU-MENA relations will thus be de-regionalised, bilateralised, 
fragmented, securitised, de-contextualised, elite-focused 
and based on pragmatic, short-term considerations (with 
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tion of bilateral external relations of the individual EU mem-
ber states vis-à-vis the MENA states (as they are perceived to 
be more important to and also more cooperative in dealing 
with the security-migration nexus).2

This, however, will not only mean the end of the ‘Europe-
an Union’ as it constituted itself pre-2016. It will also have 
grave effects on the MENA states—and their societies in 
particular—as the ‘problem’ or ‘threat’ of (mass) migration 
in a first step will only be pushed back into their respon-
sibility. The European border states will turn them into a 
buffer zone and extensively support them in the exercise 
of this function. But as refugee and migratory movements 
continue and are partly rerouted or stopped and reversed 
towards their territories, they themselves may in the medi-
um term be overwhelmed by the added pressure on their 
state structures and economic and societal conditions. In 
order to prevent becoming failed states they will try to im-
plement rigorous immigration/security policies, to exercise 
large-scale deportations and to set up militarily backed 
border security—for which they might not only lack the 
necessary capacities but which will also lead to an intensi-
fication of structural human rights breaches. The EU-MENA 
logic of pushing back the ‘problem’ further south, manifest-
ing a gradation between (different ‘categories’ of ) humans 
as previously between citizens of Europe and of the MENA 
region will thus be perpetuated. Documenting this most 
clearly, with the support of their European partner states 
MENA regimes may begin to set up fences along their bor-
ders, sealing themselves off from sub-Saharan Africa, irre-
spective of the implication this has for refugees as well as 
for ethnic communities settling in border regions spread 
over several nation states.

also domestically as a legitimisation or at least a foundation 
for structural discrimination, racism and islamophobia in 
European states which will in turn reinforce restrictive and 
nationalist policies in the fields of migration and asylum.

Remarkably, these developments within the EU and be-
tween the EU and the MENA region centring around the 
issue of (im-)migration are to a certain degree detached 
from quantitative facts, that is, the absolute numbers of mi-
grants/refugees. Even though the latter are presented as 
the reference or starting point of these developments, it is 
not them but other, European actors like parts of national 
populations of the EU member states, their governments, 
right-wing populist parties and even some media outlets 
who are the driving forces behind these genuinely political 
decisions and developments.

This is why these political developments can more accurately 
be traced and measured by the results of national as well 
as EU polls and elections. Furthermore, the number (and 
content of ) national vs. common EU initiatives, agreements 
and decisions are relevant here, especially those unilateral 
decisions or actions in violation of EU legal frameworks, 
agreements and the ‘European’ core values and principles 
enshrined therein. Moreover, those policies documenting 
shifts and open disagreements in priorities or those even 
furthering the renationalisation of powers and competences 
in policy fields that were previously considered to be of a 
nature too transboundary to be dealt with on a national level 
should be considered.

All of these sources may document the up-valuation of na-
tional (security) interests and a prioritisation and diversifica-

1. As much as we attempted to consider and include multiple per-
spectives—from actors within the EU as well as from within the 
MENA ‘region—our account inevitably has a European background 
which we are aware of and which we try to check and to balance 
out as much as possible.

2. These trends would be documented also by the respective amount 
and kind of (financial and staff) resources and material as well as 
political compensations devoted to recipient countries in the con-
text of refugee camps, border management, readmission, security 
cooperation and administrative processes. Vice versa, resources 
derived from sales of (military) technology etc. to these states are 
relevant.
As an EU level on top of national external relations ceases to exist 
in this regard, national bilateral foreign policies may become more 
‘efficient’ and pragmatic and might lead to greatly intensified rela-
tions with regimes in the MENA region in all policy fields of com-

mon interest. Growing right-wing constituencies may welcome this 
as documenting the strength and prerogative of the nation state. In 
the short term this and the accompanying isolation or ‘protection’ 
of their labour markets and welfare systems might be perceived by 
them as a success in safeguarding their encompassing (political, 
social and economic) security mentioned above. Following through 
with the three different standards of security, cooperation will only 
be possible or likely with governments and not with societies any-
more, as a matter of fact only with those governments that are 
not responsive to (the needs, wishes, freedoms and rights of ) their 
societies. However, in the medium to long term the repercussions 
of the Schengen suspension and the lost political clout of and trust 
in the EU as a political actor (made up of states and peoples) on 
the international level and the return to a looser cooperation in 
economic and trade affairs will endanger security for the European 
societies on many different levels.
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A systematic and forward-looking analysis of the key forces 
that will shape the external relations of the European Union 
provides a solid footing for charting the course of policy ac-
tions for the EU’s role in the world. Drawing upon the out-
comes of the Dahrendorf Foresight Project, this paper pres-
ents five policy recommendations for the European Union’s 
foreign and security policy. They tackle both the complex 
institutional framework of the policy formulation and the 
content of the policies towards the neighbours or strategic 
partners respectively.

Preparing for the unexpected

As the scenarios indicate, the relations with strategic partners 
and neighbours may take a course for which the European 
Union is definitely not prepared. US interest and support for 
the European project should not be taken for granted and 
their role as global policeman might be over. China might 
develop into a stronger actor who will be willing to take over 
responsibilities beyond its borders and challenge the EU in 
issues related to climate change. Russia might abandon its 
neo-imperialist and authoritarian tendencies and get back 
on the track of constructive cooperation with the European 
Union. After the ‘Arab Spring’ some MENA countries may turn 
their back on democracy and decide for soft authoritarian-
ism as a political system, similar to China’s model. Turkey 
might become even more autocratic and more politically 
and economically interlinked with Russia and lose interest 
in cooperating with the EU.

To avoid being caught by surprise, the EU should be proac-
tive in pulling together cooperation in areas which might 
be strategic in the future, such as climate policy cooperation 

with China, working with Turkey on energy policy issues or 
staying united with Russia in the fight against the ‘Islamic 
State’. Potential leadership vacuum in the event of a more iso-
lationistic US will transform the global shift of power current-
ly underway into a global disorder which may become the 
reality of 2025. The EU should be prepared for this situation.

Thinking differently about coherence
in EU foreign policy

Coherence does not have to mean all 28 member states 
acting together arm in arm. It is time to make use of ex-
isting instruments which allow the establishment of more 
pragmatic coalitions of member states that are willing to 
act together. Enhanced cooperation in common foreign and 
security policy and variable coalitions of EU countries which 
due to their (geo) political or economic interests are willing 
to take a lead in particular policy areas or relations towards 
a particular country or region are not only inevitable but 
also highly desirable. It would also make the best use of the 
unique expertise and experience of each member state in 
different areas of external action.

The coordination of such endeavours should be provided by 
the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, 
who would undoubtedly benefit from member states’ boosted 
engagement in the EU’s external affairs. A new concept of la-
bour division among numerous EU foreign policy stakeholders 
is certainly urgently needed and would provide the union with 
more effective external policies. A broad-based debate and 
consensus around shared strategic interests, which is one of 
the aims of the EU global strategy formulation, should facili-
tate the formulation of this new concept of labour division.

Monika Sus, Hertie School of Governance 

The ultimate wake-up call –
Five policy recommendations for the
European Union’s foreign policy.
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Removing a spell
from diverse integration circles

As the scenarios show, neither is the further enlargement of 
the European Union on the table for the foreseeable future 
nor has the European Neighbourhood Policy been effec-
tive in creating a ‘ring of friends’ beyond the EU borders. Yet 
there are several countries already in the accession process 
and others waiting and hoping to start the negotiations or 
to sign the Association Agreements. At the same time the 
differentiated integration both within (e.g. Schengen area 
and the Eurozone) and outside the EU (e.g. European Eco-
nomic Area with Lichtenstein, Norway and Switzerland) is a 
status quo. Turning the current situation into an advantage 
by creating issue-related partnerships with neighbours like 
Ukraine, Turkey or the Western Balkan countries would help 
to overcome the deadlock of both the enlargement and the 
ailing neighbourhood policy. Non-EU countries could en-
gage in subsets dealing with energy, trade, migration etc. 
and thereby strengthen their relationship with the EU. This 
could be a way for the EU to regain its transformative power, 
which currently is rather a thing of the past.

Developing long-term
strategic thinking capacities

Due to the overwhelming and unexpected challenges which 
have shaken the EU to the ground, the necessity of strate-
gic thinking is widely accepted. The ongoing formulation 
process of the new EU Global Strategy as well as attempts 
to enhance the strategic capabilities across the EU institu-
tions are still not enough. The challenge lies not only in a 
sober assessment of dangers, but primarily in answering the 
questions of how to use the instruments at the EU’s disposal 
in an effective way. Already the 2003 strategy aimed at bet-
ter coordination across various actors and instruments in 
executing the EU’s foreign policy interests but the delivery 
was lacking. Against this backdrop, the operationalisation 
should become the priority of strategic thinking and the 
implementation of the upcoming Global Strategy is high 
time to start with it. Otherwise fulfilling the roles of crisis 
manager and security provider in its direct neighbourhood 
and beyond will be impossible for the EU.

Moreover, global trends analysis and solid and comprehen-
sive foresight thinking should become an integral part of 
strategic planning. Thus, it is time to intensify the reaching 
out for the various methods of foresight thinking within 
both the European External Action Service and the Euro-
pean Commission.

Early warning mechanisms
against extreme right-wing parties

Following the scenarios presented in this booklet there 
is a clear impression that the endorsement of right-wing 
populists is growing across the European Union and might 
be seen as one of the key drivers of the integration proj-
ect within the next decade. Not only the Eastern European 
countries such as Hungary, Slovakia and Poland but also 
France and Holland and—as the local election results have 
shown—also Germany have to deal with growing support 
for right-wing EU-sceptical parties. The EU leadership is in 
need of a political early warning mechanism to address these 
movements and for a strategy to counter the trend towards 
more nativist, populist, authoritarian sentiments before it be-
comes irreversible. Otherwise, with several countries turning 
towards isolationism and the self-protection of their national 
interests, the European Union’s foreign policy will probably 
be abandoned soon since the member states will not be 
interested in the EU playing any role on the global stage. A 
case in point is offered by the recent referendum in Holland, 
where the majority of citizens rejected the EU Association 
Agreement with Ukraine.

Therefore, the support for extreme right-wing parties seems 
to be one of the essential internal challenges for the EU’s for-
eign policy. It should be tackled on the EU level through both 
very firm action against the right-wing parties’ attempts to 
break democratic rules and through widespread awareness-
raising campaigns for the common strategic interests of the 
member states. The benefits of European integration should 
be brokered as tangible reality for the citizens. 

In fact, the European Union is still mired in a deep crisis, with 
no end yet in sight. But history provides several examples 
that crisis can become an impulse for moving forward to-
wards an even stronger community. Yet, to come back on 
the integration path, the EU has to transform itself quickly. 
Otherwise it will plunge into further disintegration and lose 
its place on the global stage. The EU’s foreign and security 
policy is essential for the success of the European project. 
Therefore it is time to move to the next level.
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The “Dahrendorf Forum – Debating Europe” is a joint initia-
tive by the Hertie School of Governance, the London School 
of Economics and Political Science and Stiftung Mercator. 
Under the title “Europe and the World – Global Insecurity 
and Power Shifts” the project cycle 2015–2016 fosters re-
search and open debate on Europe’s relations with five major 
regions (China, MENA, North America, Russia/Ukraine and 
Turkey). It is shaped by five interdisciplinary working groups.
If Europe is to develop a foreign policy identity, institutional 
reform must be met with democratic debate. The Dahrendorf 
Forum recognizes that both, expert knowledge and public 
debate can benefit from mutual exposition. It therefore re-
searches future scenarios for Europe’s external relations and 
discusses the findings with an audience as broad as pos-
sible. The project’s gaze thereby goes beyond eurocentric 
worldviews: it puts non-European perspectives centre stage.
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Dahrendorf Forum, the future of Europe’s relations with its 
border regions and the core regions of the world  economy. 
The main scope is to bring together the research outcomes 
of the five Dahrendorf Forum working groups and to de-
velop novel ideas and policy recommendations for the 
 European foreign policy worth its name.
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