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ABSTRACT  

The UK’s approach to defence capability development emphasises international partnerships. 

Britain has close relationships with many EU countries. At the same time, the UK looks to non-

European partners as well, in particular to the US, but also Australia and Japan. Defence 

exports are primarily outside of Europe. The British defence ecosystem does not have a 

uniform view of the EU’s deepening involvement in defence capability development. 

Scepticism that the EU will emerge as a major player co-exists with concerns that UK defence 

firms will be shut out of the continental market if EU defence tools gain momentum. The 

Labour government is currently negotiating a security partnership with the EU, which might 

pave the way for closer UK involvement in EU defence initiatives. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This paper assesses the UK’s approach towards the EU as a defence industrial actor and the 

prospects for deeper EU-UK defence industrial co-operation. The paper starts by setting out 

the broader context of the UK’s approach to international defence partnerships and capability 

development, focusing on European partnerships. The paper then turns to the current UK-EU 

defence relationship and analyses how the British defence ecosystem perceives the EU’s 

defence toolkit. In conclusion, the paper assesses the prospects of closer UK involvement in 

the EU’s defence ecosystem.  

THE UK AS A EUROPEAN DEFENCE INDUSTRIAL PLAYER 

The UK is one of Europe’s leading defence industrial players. Major British firms include BAE, 

Babcock, and Rolls Royce. The UK defence industry has a substantial network of subsidiaries 

in the EU, notably BAE with 8,000 employees in Continental Europe (BAE, 2025a). At the same 

time, the relatively open nature of the UK’s defence market has led several major continental 

European defence firms to establish a large footprint in the UK, for example Airbus, Leonardo, 

Thales and Safran (Béraud-Sudreau, 2019).  

Since the end of the Cold War, the UK has pursued an open approach to defence industrial 

cooperation, guided by the principle of ‘global competition by default’, meaning that there 

was no domestic preference in procurement. As the 2021 Defence Industrial Strategy puts it: 

‘Since the end of the Cold War, the UK has not sought to maintain a full spectrum of industrial 

capability onshore’ (HM Government, 2021a). Nevertheless, the UK has recently moved away 

from the principle of ‘global competition by default’. As the 2021 Strategy sets out, it is 

necessary to ‘prioritise the long-term development of our defence and security industrial base’. 

The Strategy identified industrial capabilities and expertise that needed to be maintained on 

UK territory as national security priorities: nuclear, submarines and cyber at the strategic level, 

and guided weapons, shipbuilding and novel weapons at the level of ‘operational 

independence’. Even in these sectors, the involvement of overseas companies is still possible.  

The Labour government elected in July 2024 is now developing a new Defence Industrial 

Strategy, which is likely to further shift the dial towards more domestic procurement. A 

statement of intent released in December 2024 stated that the government would ‘examine 

how best to prioritise UK based businesses in areas where there is a clear comparative 

advantage or security benefit from doing so, without losing the benefits that competitive 

markets bring’ (Ministry of Defence, 2024a) 
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In terms of European partnerships, the UK has a range of bilateral and mini-lateral 

partnerships. The UK is a signatory to the Letter of Intent Framework with France, Germany, 

Italy, Spain and Sweden. The UK is also a member of OCCAR with Belgium, France, Germany, 

Italy and Spain. Through the latter it has worked with European partners on procurement 

programmes such as the A400M air transport and the Boxer armoured vehicle. The 

Eurofighter aircraft programme with Italy, Germany and Spain is another example of long-

standing UK co-operation with key European allies.  

In terms of bilateral relationships, France is the UK’s most important European partner. Co-

operation with France is underpinned by the 2010 Lancaster House treaties and has focused 

on complex weapons (led by the respective French and British branches of MBDA) and on the 

nuclear domain. However, co-operation with Paris has been politically driven and has suffered 

due to tensions following the UK’s vote to leave the EU, with the annual Franco-British summit 

not taking place between 2018 and 2023. British leaders say they want to re-boot the 

Lancaster House treaties (Politico, 2024). However, it is unclear whether concrete new 

capability co-operation projects will emerge.   

Germany is a partner of growing importance for the UK. Historically, co-operation with Berlin 

was centred on the air domain, with both the UK and Germany being members of the Tornado 

and Eurofighter consortia, and on some segments of land capability, in particular armoured 

vehicles like the Boxer personnel carrier. Both sides wish to deepen the partnership and are 

negotiating a bilateral treaty. The defence elements of the treaty were already agreed in the 

October 2024 Trinity House Agreement on Defence. The idea is to deepen co-operation in the 

land sector (the UK is partnering with Germany to upgrade its main battle tanks and produce 

armoured fighting vehicles) and to work together on next generation deep precision strike 

capabilities and uncrewed air systems (Ministry of Defence, 2024b). Co-operation with 

Germany is underpinned by the establishment of the Rheinmetall-BAE Land Systems joint 

venture. The company is leading on the British army’s key land systems, including the new 

Challenger 3 main battle tank and the Boxer infantry vehicle. The current focus of UK-German 

co-operation is land, with Germany as the leading partner. UK industry hopes that this may be 

rebalanced over time if co-operation expands to other areas.  

Beyond France and Germany, Italy and Poland are important defence-industrial partners for 

the UK. The partnership with Italy is underpinned by long-standing co-operation on the 

Tornado and Eurofighter programmes, and by the current development of the Global Combat 

Air Programme next-generation fighter together with Japan. Co-operation with Italy is driven 

by a sense of added industrial value backed by strong political commitment to the project. 
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More recently, the UK has deepened its defence relationship with Poland, also in the defence 

industrial field. Warsaw will produce a modified version of the UK’s Type 21 frigates 

domestically (MIECZNIK AH140). Meanwhile, the NAREW ground-based air defence 

programme is a co-operation between the UK branch of MBDA and the Polish PGZ.  

Beyond Europe, the US “is, and will remain, the UK’s pre-eminent bilateral partner for security, 

defence, and foreign policy.” (Ministry of Defence, 2023) The UK is deeply involved in the US 

defence market, and US firms deeply involved in the UK. For example, BAE derives the largest 

share of its revenue (44%) from US sales (BAE, 2025b). Meanwhile, major US firms such as 

Boeing and Lockheed Martin have a substantial presence in the UK.  Since leaving the EU, the 

UK has also developed new partnerships in the Pacific. The most prominent examples are the 

GCAP project with Japan (and Italy) and the AUKUS project, through which the UK, US and 

Australia are working together to produce next-generation nuclear submarines.  

The UK is a major defence exporter. In 2023 the UK won orders for £14.5 billion. Aerospace 

products and services account for the majority of exports at 56% (Department for 

International Trade, 2023).  Globally, the UK accounted for 3.7% of exports between 2019 and 

2023. The UK sees defence exports as a key asset in strengthening its industrial base and 

partnerships (Ministry of Defence, 2023). In terms of geographical focus, UK defence sales to 

the EU have traditionally been limited. Instead, the bulk of exports is made up of sales of air 

platforms in the Middle East (HM Government, 2021). However, in 2023 exports to Europe 

overtook those to the Middle East, due to large-scale exports of missiles to Poland 

(Department for International Trade, 2023).  

THE UK’S VIEW OF THE EU’S ROLE IN DEFENCE 

When it was an EU member, the UK was deeply sceptical of the EU having a significant role in 

defence industrial issues. For example, the UK opposed raising the EDA’s budget and launching 

the PESCO enhanced co-operation framework. After the vote to leave the EU in 2016, the UK 

eased its opposition and did not stop the launch of PESCO and the precursor tools to the EDF, 

the Preparatory Action on Defence Research (PADR, 2017-19) and the European Defence 

Industrial Development Programme (2019-20). Indeed, British companies took part in some 

PADR funded actions (Department for exiting the European Union, 2019).  

During the negotiations over the post-Brexit UK-EU Trade and Co-operation Agreement (TCA), 

there were some ideas about how defence industrial co-operation could continue. In 2018, 

Theresa May’s government put forward proposals for defence and security co-operation. With 

the Political Declaration appended to the 2019 Withdrawal Agreement, the EU and the UK 
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agreed they would consider UK participation in EDA projects by concluding an agreement with 

the Agency, and that they would explore UK participation in PESCO and EDF projects. 

However, the arrival of Boris Johnson as Prime Minister led to a shift of British policy. Johnson 

quickly lost interest in security and defence co-operation with the EU, thinking that the UK 

could work with European partners in the framework of NATO, bilaterally and through the 

Joint Expeditionary Force (HM Government, 2021b). As a result of this change of stance, the 

TCA that the EU and the UK concluded in late 2020 does not contain formal provisions on 

defence co-operation.  

The EU’s involvement in defence matters has deepened significantly since the UK formally left 

the EU, with the launch of the European Defence Fund (EDF), the Act in Support of 

Ammunition Production (ASAP), the European Defence Industry Reinforcement through 

Procurement Act (EDIRPA) and the planned European Defence Industry Programme (EDIP). 

The overall view of British defence officials and businesses is that the EU’s approach to third 

countries is inserting barriers in the pan-European defence industrial landscape and hindering 

the work of companies that have a strong presence on both sides of the channel, such as 

Airbus, Leonardo or MBDA. The UK would welcome closer links to the EU’s defence tools. The 

2021 Defence Industrial Strategy stated that the UK would work with the EU in defence when 

it was in its interest, and that it would “continue to monitor how EU defence initiatives evolve”. 

Following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the UK joined PESCO’s military mobility project. 

The 2023 Defence Command Paper stated that the UK would “explore opportunities for 

increased co-operation, co-ordination, and complementary activity with the EU”. Before 

entering government, Labour said it wanted closer security relations with the EU, and it is 

negotiating a ‘security partnership’ with the EU. The idea is to facilitate closer consultation 

and co-operation with the EU on issues from energy security to migration. In terms of defence, 

Prime Minister Keir Starmer has emphasised co-operation on R&D, procurement, military 

mobility and the protection of critical infrastructure (The Guardian, 2025). More broadly, the 

UK is seeking to persuade the EU that it should take a more open approach to involving it in 

defence industrial programs like the EDF and EDIP. For example, the 2023 Command Paper 

highlighted how the EU-NATO declaration on co-operation signed in January called for “the 

fullest possible involvement of non-EU NATO allies in EU initiatives” (Ministry of Defence, 

2023). Many UK officials are sceptical that EU initiatives in defence will have a major 

structuring effect on European defence cooperation, pointing to the slow progress of the EDIP 

negotiations and to member-states’ scepticism about the Commission having a bigger role in 

defence.  
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Among industry and experts alike there is concern that the government’s current approach is 

not sufficient and that the EU’s current approach to working with third countries could 

undermine existing cross-channel industrial co-operation over time (Arnold and Whitman, 

2024; Terhorst, 2024; Scazzieri 2023). That risk is already present with existing EU tools 

(especially the EDF), but it will grow if the EU’s defence ecosystem gains momentum 

(Lawrenson and Sabatino, 2024). Indeed, even a relatively small EU budget dedicated to 

procurement in the EU’s next multiannual financial framework could start to steer national 

decisions towards EU-only solutions, reshaping the European defence landscape and cutting 

out the UK (Scazzieri, 2025).  

TOWARDS DEEPER EU-UK CO-OPERATION?  

Despite its stated openness to work more closely with the EU, in practice the UK has been 

cautious. In part this is because the discussions over security and defence co-operation have 

been slowed down by lack of progress on other issues in the EU-UK relationship, including 

agreeing new fishing quotas. At the same time, the Labour government’s whole approach to 

the EU has been very cautious and influenced by the fear of losing votes by appearing too pro-

European. Defence cooperation with the EU is a highly politicised area of co-operation. 

Notably, Rishi Sunak’s government was heavily criticised for applying to join PESCO’s military 

mobility project by right-wing MPs and by the eurosceptic press, who portrayed PESCO as an 

incipient EU army (The Express, 2023; Politico, 2023).  

There is little public debate about what form deeper EU-UK defence co-operation could take. 

British officials often point to how it is in the EU’s interest to involve the UK more closely given 

the depth of cross-Channel industrial linkages and the UK’s extensive defence industrial 

capacity and expertise. (The Guardian, 2025).  The expert debate focuses on the EU changing 

its approach towards third country involvement in the EDF, PESCO and EDIP, and on the 

possibility of a ‘bespoke’ agreement that would allow the UK to participate more meaningfully 

in EU capability development initiatives.  The idea of associating the UK more closely to EDA 

activities is also present in the debate (House of Lords, 2024; House of Commons, 2025). The 

notion of a fully-fledged UK-EU defence partnership, with the UK becoming formally 

associated to EU defence instruments and contributing to them on a GDP-key  – as Norway 

does – is rarely discussed. Norway is associated to EU defence industrial tools by virtue of its 

EEA membership. It pays into their budget in proportion to its GDP but does not have a vote 

in decision-making.  

Nevertheless, something resembling the Norway model seems to be the most likely landing 

zone if a UK-EU defence agreement is eventually concluded. Negotiations will not be easy. 
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One key issue with the Norway model is that it is for EEA members, and the UK has no 

intention of joining the EEA. Even if the EU agreed to make the model available to the UK as 

a non-EEA member, it would still imply the UK making a substantial financial contribution, 

without having control over the projects selected by the Commission. The UK would want a 

mechanism to ensure that its financial contribution delivers value for money and that British 

companies are not disadvantaged when bidding for contracts. In that sense, a precedent 

exists in the form of the safeguard mechanism that the EU and the UK agreed as part of the 

UK’s association to the Horizon 2020 programme. The disruption from Trump’s second term 

as US President will be a significant factor in shaping co-operation and may well push the UK 

and the EU to rethink their respective red lines.  
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field, develop innovative policy proposals and 
conduct studies for public and private actors.
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