
 

A different Europe will emerge from the dust of the Russian invasion of Ukraine 

By Dennis Sammut  

 

Like many others, it is likely that Russian president Vladimir Putin misunderstood the current state of 

play in Europe when he took the decision to destroy the current European security order, and invade 

Ukraine. 

For outsiders Europe often looks divided, decadent and decaying. However, the problem for those who 

base their assessment of the political, economic and social processes on the continent on this analysis 

is that it reflects only a very small part of reality.  

The Kremlin has for some time tried to amplify Europe’s woes and problems, stoking populist feelings 

and division. It seems that by the beginning of this year it had succumbed to its own propaganda. Even 

though it was warned in explicit terms not to, it invaded Ukraine, in the process tearing up all the 

arrangements for relations on the continent that had been put in place over decades. Russia 

underestimated the West’s response. It felt that the US, especially after its rather inelegant exit from 

Afghanistan, was withdrawing from its long-standing commitment to European security and re-

focusing instead on the Indo-Pacific region. Moscow was sure the US response to any intervention in 

Ukraine would be feeble. As for the Europeans, the Kremlin was convinced that by the time they got 

their act together, Moscow’s stooges will be well established in Kyiv, and the European will have to 

adjust to a new fait accompli, as they did in 2014 when Russia annexed Crimea. 

Unfortunately for Mr Putin, nothing worked as he expected. When the Russians invaded, the Ukrainian 

people rallied round their country’s leadership; its young men - and women – fought like lions and 

lionesses against the Russian invader, and continue to do so. The US, having had time to digest the 

implications of the invasion thanks to good intelligence which exposed the Russian plans as early as 

last summer, put up a robust response, rallied the allies and led from the front. In the EU an 

unprecedented level of unity and commitment  resulted in swift decisions, including on funding the 

arming of the Ukrainian forces, not to mention support for the more than four million refugees 

displaced. It has also adopted five sanction packages – the sixth is on the way – even though are likely 

to be very costly also for European countries and European taxpayers.   

Putin understood that there was a price to pay for invading Ukraine, but he thought it was a price that 

he and Russia could afford. What is unfolding was not in the Kremlin’s calculation. The invasion turned 

into a war. It is already in its sixth week. Russia’s far superior armed forces may still be able to snatch 

bits of Ukraine to their control, but it now will always be a pyric victory. 

But where does that leave the rest of Europe? What Europe will emerge from this tragic and senseless 

war? 

Despite its many shortcomings, the European Union is a success story. It brings together 27 member 

states and numerous candidate countries, associated states and partners. Over decades it has kept 

peace between its members, brough prosperity to many on the continent, and is generally considered 

a force of good in the world. It is an economic superpower, representing one sixth of the global 

economy. 

Up to now its tool of choice in foreign policy has been soft power. After the end of the cold war and 

the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, many European countries reduced their defence spending and 



 

focused on providing their citizens with good quality health care and education, and generally, a better 

quality of life. Countries queued to join the EU, and still do.  

However, even before the Ukrainian crisis erupted the clouds of war could be seen gathering and this 

triggered an internal debate in the EU leading to the publication of the Strategic Compass, a document 

that maps out future action in the areas of defence and security. It was published in March and was 

overshadowed by the war in Ukraine – and somewhat overtaken by it. But only up to a point, because 

most of the assumptions of the strategic compass have been actually re-enforced by what has been 

happening in and around Ukraine.   

Confronting Russia 

Over the last two decades, under the leadership of Mr Putin and his hard line allies in the Kremlin, 

Russia has drifted from being a partner of the EU, to being a rival, and from 24 February, to being an 

enemy. Russia and the EU are not at war, but only just. 

Relations are not likely to improve soon. Even if Putin decides to cut his losses in Ukraine and settle for 

a ceasefire, this will not be the end of the matter. The war has opened up a new series of problems 

that are likely to be with us for decades: Russia is being accused of war crimes, with some arguing that 

the leadership, including Mr Putin himself, should be held accountable and brought to justice; there is 

then the issue of reparations that many feel Russia should be obliged to pay to Ukraine, for unleashing 

an unjust war against it; and on the ground in Ukraine the chances are that even if there is a cease fire, 

low intensity fighting will continue. There is now no space for cosy chats in the “Normandy format”, 

with France and Germany acting as honest brokers. The harsh sanctions imposed on Russia are also 

likely to weaken it, but not enough to make it succumb to international pressure. A wounded bear may 

be more dangerous than before, and this is likely to be the case of Russia too. The EU and its member 

states now have to adjust to the reality of living next to a dangerous and hostile neighbour. 

A re-invigorated NATO 

One organisation that has re-discovered itself in the current crisis is NATO. The alliance served Western 

Europe well during the cold war, but had since become rather lethargic. Not any more. NATO has been 

revitalised. Tens of thousands of NATO troops are now being deployed in Eastern Europe for the first 

time. Member states are making commitments to huge increases in defence spending. For Germany 

in particular, Ukraine has been a wake-up call. The shift in public opinion in Finland and Sweden, that 

is likely to result in the two countries applying to join NATO before the summer is a stark expression 

of the concerns on the continent. From the Arctic to the Black Sea, NATO now confronts Russia and is 

preparing for the worst. 

 

Is a new European Security architecture possible 

Many are looking back to see what went wrong, and how we got to this point so quickly. It is possible 

to argue that the process of reconstructing European security after the end of the cold war was 

mishandled by the west. The process to rebuild a new European security architecture, with which 

Russia would be comfortable failed. But this has hardy been the fault of diplomacy. The problem of the 

last three decades, but particularly of the last two, has been that Russia has constantly refused to 

accept the sovereignty and independence of its neighbours, the former Soviet republics. Instead Putin, 

and others in the Kremlin, kept talking about how tragic it was that the Soviet Union collapsed. In 

Georgia in 2008, and in Ukraine in 2014, the Kremlin started nibbling back territory. This year Mr Putin 



 

became more brazen, and he decided to go for one whole country, invading Ukraine and trying to 

occupy it. Any talk of collective European security now seems very surreal. 

But even as the EU and NATO confront Russia some engagement remains necessary. In European 

capitals optimists hope that the Russian political system will find the strength to correct itself, replacing 

Mr Putin, if not necessarily with a liberal and a democrat, at least with another authoritarian leader 

that is more pragmatic. Other argue that the long term threat to Russia is not the west but China, and 

its long term ambitions in Siberia. For whatever reason, their may be a point in the future when Russia 

will want to rebuild its relations with Europe, and the channels of diplomacy must remain open for a 

process of returning to neighbourly relations on the continent can be restored. This however, is 

unlikely to happen soon. 

  

Soft power, hard power, smart power 

Where then does that the leave the debate in Europe about soft power versus hard power. The time 

when the EU used only soft power to project power and influence are over. Yet for many reasons the 

EU will not overnight, nor in the immediate future, have the capacity or the will to deploy only hard 

power. An EU army is a distant dream, but the EU has the capacity to develop niche capabilities in 

defence that will mean it will have to be taken seriously as a security provider. For the foreseeable 

future this will be done in tandem with strengthening NATO. If Sweden and Finland join NATO, the EU 

member states that are not members of the alliance will be reduced to a handful of islands – Ireland, 

Cyprus, Malta – and Austria. The process of taking on some of the burden that the US currently carries 

for European security has started. But the EU should not throw away its soft power. It is uniquely 

placed to turn soft power into a strategic asset as the world’s only soft-power super power. The future 

of European security must therefore be build on smart power: a hybrid of soft and hard power, that 

maximises the capacities of the EU member states, and where NATO becomes less American and more 

European. 

  

Implications for Europe’s friends and partners across the world 

Across Africa, the Middle East, Asia and even as far away as Oceania, friends and partners of the EU 

have become used to the dialogue with Europe focusing primarily on economics – the EU’s original 

raison d’etre – and human rights, reflecting the EU’s value-based foreign policy. Any security 

discussions were likely to focus primarily on terrorism. All this is likely to change going forward. The 

old agenda will remain but hard security will be added. In some areas in the European neighbourhood, 

such as the Sahel, a more assertive EU will eventually get its act together and intervene more directly 

in the fight against jihadist groups. It is a question of time before navy groups under the EU flag appear 

in the Red Sea and the Gulf. But the EU is not about to replace the US in any significant way in any 

theatre of operation any time soon. Yet there are many ways the EU will be able to co-operate in the 

future with partner and friendly countries in the field of defence and security, and events and 

circumstances may very well accelerate the process. 

The cost of the new reality 

All this will cost money. It is still unclear to what extent European taxpayers are ready to pay the price 

for the new European security reality. But whilst some remain sceptical and unconvinced, it seems that 

the majority of Europeans have been as shocked by Putin’s aggression in Ukraine as everyone else. 

They may grumble, but they will accept that a bigger defence burden is necessary. Europe after the 



 

Ukraine crisis will be more sombre, and most likely less prosperous. But the EU and its member states 

at least, have both the resilience and the capacity necessary to adjust to the new reality, and insulate 

its citizens from many of the economic pains that may result from the new reality, even though every 

country and every citizen will have to adjust to some extent. The crisis in Ukraine is indeed a milestone 

for the continent, and in many respects we are in uncharted waters with an uncertain future ahead. 
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