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INTRODUCTION

The objective of the present paper is to give a general overview of the 
EU Battlegroups (EU BGs) as an element of the EU Common Security 
and Defence Policy (CSDP). The state of security in the EU’s southern and 
eastern neighbourhoods has become even more disturbing (violent conflicts, 
political instability, corruption etc., in several places of the area). On the one 
hand, the Arab Spring and its aftermath along with the war in Syria destabi-
lized the Middle East and resulted in mass immigration to Europe. On the 
other hand, the Euromaidan Revolution in Ukraine, the Russo-Ukrainian 
war, and the instability of the eastern neighbourhood impact on the EU’s 
security. The Union constitutes a normative power due to the fact that it does 
not possess its own military force. To be precise, it is de facto NATO, which 
is responsible for the EU’s security. However, the fact that the EU employs 
mechanisms that boost its capacity to react in crisis situations is noteworthy. 
The EU Battlegroups constitute one of such mechanisms. Therefore, the 
British exit from the EU alters the political situation within the EU itself, but 
also impacts on its situation and capacity to react to crises. The paper focuses 
on the analysis of the present mode of operation of the EU BGs and attempts 
at offering guidelines enabling EU member states (especially the V4 states) 
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to improve the effectiveness of the groups’ operations. The paper, however, 
will not discuss the impact of Brexit2 on the way the EU BGs operate3.

The European Union Global Strategy (EUGS) stipulates that a change is 
likely to occur in the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP). In June 
2016, Federica Mogherini presented the premises of EGS to the European 
Council. However, the strategy has not been ratified by the Member States. 
As a consequence, F. Mogherini is developing an Implementation Plan on 
Security and Defence (IPSD) – embraced by the end of 2016. The idea of 
permanent operational headquarters of the EU (EU OHQ) has emerged in 
the framework of reforms in the EU’s security policy. The EU OHQ would 
be tasked with planning and executing all EU military operations. As far as 
difficulties in NATO’s decision-making process are concerned, the develop-
ment of a new structure within the EU would only cripple NATO. In addition, 
issues pertaining to the European “defence core”, increasing joint financing 
for missions, reforms of the EU BGs, etc. have been raised. Surely, reforms 
and enforcement of the Common Security and Defence Policy are unlikely in 
the near future, thus discussions on changes in the EU’s security require active 
participation and ought to be closely followed and reviewed (especially by 
Poland, the Czech Republic and other Central European EU Member States).

1. EU BATTLEGROUPS – GENERAL OVERVIEW 

In accordance with specific premises, the EU Battlegroups (EU BGs), 
both national and international, were established in order to be deployed in 
humanitarian, preventive and stabilizing missions, including those of peace-

2 A. Menon, J.P. Salter, Brexit: initial reflections, “International Affairs” 2016, vol. 92, 
no. 6, pp. 1297–1318.

3 More on the UK and European defense in: S. Biscop, The UK and European defence: 
leading or leaving?, “International Affairs”, November 2012, vol. 88, no. 6, pp. 1297–1313; 
P. van Ham, Brexit: strategic consequences for Europe: a scenario study, “Clingendael 
Report”, The Hague: Clingendael, February 2016; S. Wall, A stranger in Europe: Britain 
and the EU from Thatcher to Blair, Oxford 2008, pp. 115–157; and also: M. Drent, 
D. Zandee, European defence: from strategy to delivery, „Global Affairs” 2016, vol. 2, 
no. 1, pp. 69–78; S. Biscop, J. Coelmont, M. Drent, D. Zandee, European strategy, 
European defence, and the CSDP, “Report”, October 2015, http://www.egmontinstitute.
be/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/European-Strategy-European-Defence-and-the-CSDP.
pdf; M. Drent, K. Homan, D. Zandee, Civil-military capacities for European security, 
“Clingendael Report”, 2014, https://www.clingendael.nl/sites/default/files/Study-Civil-
Military-Capacities-European-Security.pdf
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making and peacekeeping. In case a resolution on intervention is adopted, 
the group must be mission-ready within 10 days of the decision, and must 
maintain sustainability for 30 to 120 days. The territory under the EU BGs 
intervention capacity was determined to be a radius of up to 6 thousand 
kilometres from Brussels.

Importantly, at the moment when the EU BGs were being established, 
France, Germany and Great Britain proposed that the groups operate in 
Africa. However, other EU Members decided not to impose such geographical 
limits. Battle Groups are to be ready for deployment in two simultaneous 
military operations. The EU Member States ought to consider the expansion 
of BGs’ territorial application. Contemporarily, threats may emerge from 
distant parts of the globe, thus 6 thousand kilometres of operational limit 
may become problematic. 

When analysing the idea of the EU BGs, the fact that we are dealing 
with three concepts of quick reaction forces in Europe (chart 1) ought to 
be emphasised. Even though individual battlegroups are separate and, in 
a  sense, complementary with regards to one another, in numerous cases 
member states’ forces allocated to NATO and the EU consist of the same 
military units. Such state of affairs requires a discussion on tightening the 
EU-NATO cooperation to be initiated. The Member States ought to consider 
whether the ERRFs are still necessary in the current context.

Chart 1
Three concepts of quick reaction forces in Europe

Battle
Groups

The NATO
Response

Force

The European
Rapid Reaction

Force

Source: own study.

A further problem is associated with a relatively short standby period 
for BGs. Poland, like other countries, postulated that the standby period is 
extended from 6 to 12 months, and a greater emphasis is placed upon BGs’ 
cooperation with civilian structures. Moreover, a troublesome issue of joint 
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EU financing for BGs’ maintenance and operation emerged. Inability to 
reach a consensus and high costs associated with e.g. strategic transportation, 
denied the opportunity for the forces to be deployed. In addition, the EU 
Member States’ obligations towards NATO result in the States’ inability to 
maintain two battlegroups simultaneously (within NATO’s and the EU’s 
structures). The EU Member States ought to take into account the fact that 
maintaining two battlegroups simultaneously facilitates efficient reaction to 
crises and creates more chances of deployment for individual Member States. 
The interoperability of forces is a crucial factor associated with the standby 
period. The EU BG’s readiness for sea or land deployment, in accordance 
with the Council’s idea of the force’s application, was acknowledged. In 
addition, reflection upon this vital crisis-reaction instrument in the new EU 
Global Strategy on Foreign and Security Policy is emphasised.

The size of individual BGs (1500–3000 troops) also leaves much to be 
desired. On the one hand, a relatively small size promotes their mobility. 
On the other hand, their lethality in a conflict or war is low. Moreover, 
the structure of some BGs virtually lacks countries’ significant military and 
economic potential. For example, in the Balkan Battlegroup (kind of symbolic 
and difficult to get countries to commit and cooperate), there is a shortage 
of heavy weapons. In addition, it is composed of ground forces exclusively, 
and lacks strategic mobility. According to several experts, in case of an armed 
conflict in the Balkans, the Balkan Battlegroup will only be able to offer 
humanitarian aid and evacuate civilians from the conflict or catastrophe 
zones. Surely, the group may not be expected to conduct military operations. 
From such a standpoint, the group is not a battlegroup. Stipulations for BGs’ 
operations may offer a justification of such state of affairs. The idea of BGs’ 
functioning is based on the notion that they are not an element of a defence 
policy understood as territorial defence, and BGs are to be deployed only if 
NATO as a whole is not involved. For example, in the Balkan Battlegroup 
(kind of symbolic and difficult to get countries to commit and cooperate), 
there is a shortage of heavy weapons. In addition, it is composed of ground 
forces exclusively. As a consequence, on the one hand, Member States ought 
to discuss plans to extend the concept to air and naval forces in order to give 
Europe more ability to act. Threats for the EU’s security originate not only 
from land, but also sea and air. On the other hand, whether BGs should at least 
be trained and equipped in order to conduct heavier defensive operations in 
support of populations (case of Libya 2011) in cooperation with larger nations 
ought to be discussed. Should a consensus on heavier defensive operations 
in support of populations be reached, the scope of BGs would be expanded. 
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2.  DETERMINANTS OF SECURITY IN EAST-CENTRAL EUROPE 
AND THE EU BGS IN THE LIGHT OF THE PROVISIONS 
OF THE WARSAW NATO SUMMIT IN JULY 2016

The annexation of the Ukrainian peninsula of Crimea in March 2014 has 
sent shockwaves throughout Europe4. Where the Russian-Georgian conflict 
in the summer of 2008 failed, the grab of Crimea and the continuous deliber-
ate Russian fanning of the flames in Eastern Ukraine seemingly succeeded 
– the European governments started to reverse the declining trend in the 
European defence spending and NATO (and prospectively the EU) started 
implementing a balanced package to bolster its Eastern flank. The bottom 
line of this development is that the risk of a serious interstate conflict that 
was once almost unconceivable has returned to Europe.

Even though NATO affairs are not the object of the analysis, the most 
significant provisions of the Warsaw NATO Summit in July 2016 are worth 
making a reference to at this point. The Warsaw NATO Summit (8–9th July 
2016) followed the context of international qualitative changes, both on the 
southern and eastern flanks of the Alliance5. Moreover, the year 2016 may 
prove to be critical from the point of view of NATO’s policy in East-Central 
Europe. It is associated with NATO participating countries’ change of percep-
tion as regards security, and changes occurring internationally and threats for 
NATO members. When analysing the Warsaw NATO Summit communique, 
the fact that its resolutions are both military (e.g. deployment of a battalion 
force in Poland and three in the Baltics) and political (emphasis on NATO’s 
internal cohesion, increased expenditures on defence) in character ought to 
be highlighted. The communique states that: 

“the greatest responsibility of the Alliance is to protect and defend our territory and our 
populations against attack, as set out in Article 5 of the Washington Treaty. And so rene-

4 Wider: O. Shumylo-Tapiola, Why Does Ukraine Matter to the EU?, “Carnegie Europe”, 
16 April 2013, http://carnegieeurope.eu/2013/04/16/why-does-ukraine-matter-to-eu/
fzq3; J. Hajduk, T. Stępniewski, Russia’s Hybrid War with Ukraine: Determinants, 
Instruments, Accomplishments and Challenges, „Studia Europejskie” 2016, No. 2 (78), 
pp.  37–52; T. Stępniewski, Post-Soviet Ukraine’s war for independence, memory and 
identity, [in:] P. Bajor, K. Schöll-Mazurek (eds), Eastern Chessboard. Geopolitical Deter-
minants and Challenges in Eastern Europe and the South Caucasus, Kraków 2015, 
pp. 71–82. 

5 Wider: A. Visvizi, T. Stępniewski (eds), Poland, the Czech Republic and NATO in Fragile 
Security Contexts, “IESW Reports”, December 2016, Lublin: Institute of East-Central 
Europe. 
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wed emphasis has been placed on deterrence and collective defence. At the same time, 
NATO must retain its ability to respond to crises beyond its borders, and remain actively 
engaged in projecting stability and enhancing international security through working with 
partners and other international organisations.”6 

Moreover, the previous summit in Newport in 2014 witnessed decisions on 
boosting NATO’s threat-preventing capabilities. The Warsaw Summit was 
the place where decisions regarding these were made: the implementation of 
the Readiness Action Plan (adopted in Newport) and establishment of a new 
Very High Readiness Joint Task Force (VJTF). The VJTF is to be ready to 
be deployed in a few days’ time (up to the size of 5000 soldiers). Owing 
to  these initiatives strengthening the allied land and sea cooperation (the 
Baltic Sea, the Black Sea, the Mediterranean), NATO’s strategic adaptation 
to new challenges and threats emerging from e.g. the southern and eastern 
neighbourhood was acknowledged.

A question of new forces, VJTF, being deployed in a perspective of a few 
months in the territories of the EU Member States, arises. Even though these 
will still be NATO units, their mission will be strictly military in character. 

3.  CAN THE EU BGS HELP THE V4 ARMIES TO FURTHER COOPERATE 
AND SPECIALIZE? 

In the 1990s and at the beginning of the 21st century, the cooperation 
of the V4 countries with regard to security and defence boiled down to the 
political domain. It was associated with the V4 countries’ aspiration to NATO 
and EU membership. The aspiration to membership within the structures 
resulted in all initiatives aimed at tightening military cooperation of these 
states being perceived as potentially undermining the EU’s and NATO’s 
cohesion. In addition, the distinct perception of international threats by the 
individual V4 countries was also a factor. However, this does not change the 
fact that all the V4 states consider the EU, NATO and transatlantic relations 
as the main pillars of their security7. 

6 Warsaw Summit Communiqué Issued by the Heads of State and Government par-
ticipating in the meeting of the North Atlantic Council in Warsaw 8–9 July 2016, 
09 July 2016, Press Release (2016) 100, http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_
texts_133169.htm

7 See: T. Stępniewski, Central European assistance to Ukrainian integration ambitions: 
potential, opportunities, limits, [in:] R. Ondrejcsak, G. Perepelytsia (eds.), Ukraine, 
Central Europe and the Future of European Security, Bratislava 2015, pp. 88–103.
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For a few years, the V4 political decision-makers have been emphasising 
the necessity of tightening cooperation for security within the EU. The deci-
sions of 2012 and 2013 resulted in the establishment of the V4 EU Battle-
group. The group was composed of troops from Poland, the Czech Republic, 
Slovakia and Hungary, and was on standby from 1st January to 30th June 2016. 

An added value of the V4 EU Battlegroup’s operation is the interoperabi-
lity of units from different countries, and the fact that it entails armed forces’ 
modernization. Owing to the cooperation within the EU Battlegroups, the 
V4 armies will be trained and equipped better, and capable of international 
cooperation within the EU and NATO. 

Cooperation within Battlegroups may also be an opportunity for tigh-
tening military, but also industrial cooperation among the V4 states. They 
already apply the existing initiative of pooling and sharing in the framework 
of the EU (e.g. pilots’ training, joint logistics and medical assistance, CBRN 
defence, development of armoured fighting vehicles, medium and large cali-
bre ammunitions, etc.). The financial crisis and plummeting expenditures on 
defence hinder the cooperation. Even though the approach to defence and 
military expenditures has changed as a result of Ukraine Crisis and the war in 
Donbas, , the disproportion in the V4 countries’ military potential and expen-
ditures on defence (Poland apportions approx. 2% of the GDP, the remaining 
V4 states approx. 1% of the GDP) and modernisation of armed forces may 
hinder further cooperation. Therefore, in order to benefit from experiences 
gained in 2016, the V4 countries ought to declare readiness to take over the 
standby in the coming years. Ladislav Jung, the deputy commander at the V4 
EU Battlegroup´s operational headquarters, said that “the V4 countries will 
again offer their joint battlegroup to the EU in 2019”8. Should other coun-
tries agree to rotate in the role of the “framework nation”, the pool of the 
framework nations in the EU would be larger, and the standby period could 
simultaneously be served by two battlegroups. Most importantly, long-term 
cooperation offers the opportunity for maximising benefits for V4 countries’ 
defence industry, as well as for the process of modernization (Poland as an 
example of a country emphasising the matters of modernization of armed 
forces), joint procedures, trainings, harmonisation of defence planning, public 
procurement, etc. 

8 V4 EU Battlegroup with 728 Czech troops to be on standby in 2016, “Prague Daily Moni-
tor”, 30 December 2015, http://praguemonitor.com/2015/12/30/v4-eu-battlegroup-
728-czech-troops-be-standby-2016.
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CONCLUSIONS

Should sufficient financial resources become available, the EU would 
be able to conduct military operations, which would fall out of NATO’s 
consensus, because the EU Battlegroups will be able to minimise internal 
divisions within NATO. Such an issue is critical from the point of view of the 
EU-NATO agreement signed recently. 

The fact that some EU member states are anxious about tightening 
military cooperation within the EU for fear of crippling cooperation within 
NATO ought not to be forgotten. As a consequence, questions regarding the 
feasibility of improving military capability of the EU BGs arise. Sceptics ask 
if the EU should develop civilian capabilities and leave military operations 
to NATO. On the one hand, Brexit prospects will result in the EU Member 
States becoming involved in negotiating the UK’s exit conditions. On the 
other hand, the lack of impediments on the part of the UK will offer oppor-
tunities for further integration and open new prospect for the EU, including 
the prospect for military cooperation. Germany and France’s standpoint 
will not remain without impact upon the future EU security policy. Should 
these countries (post-Brexit) take the initiative with regards to security, the 
development of the EU BGs and the Common Security and Defence Policy 
(CSDP) ought to be anticipated.

ACTIONABLE PROPOSALS IN THE CONTEXT OF THE EUGS 
– IMPLEMENTATION PLAN ON SECURITY AND DEFENCE 

• planning and leading missions and operations – Member States’ replies 
prove they are open towards improvements regarding military missions 
without executive mandate; the issue whether it would merely constitute 
an initial step or the beginning of restructuring in the EU planning and 
leading remains open; generating synergies between civilian and military 
missions as well as more efficient planning at early stages, are crucial; 

• quick reaction - Member States will face the question on means of impro-
ving Battle Groups and other EU quick reaction instruments. Both finan-
cial and political matters need to be taken into consideration (the issue 
of Member States’ willingness to revisit the idea of BGs);

• financing – Member States need to apply available financial resources 
more effectively (e.g. by cooperation – synergies may generate significan-
tly more benefits than individual actions);
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• Annual Defence Review – initially this could encompass an annual meeting 
of ministers who would review Member States’ plans; as a consequence, 
a grater convergence of activities, including defence expenditures, would 
be achieved; whether Member States would acknowledge the need for an 
annual meeting of the European Council devoted to a broad spectrum of 
security and defence remains to be settled.

The implementation of the Warsaw NATO Summit’s resolutions may be 
impeded by problems connected with the situation within NATO and the EU. 
As far as NATO is concerned, Donald Trump’s presidency and his plans for 
assigning exclusive responsibility for European security to NATO constitute 
the great unknown. Such approach would result in USA’s withdrawal from 
the policy of European security. The second issue is associated with the 
EU – the prospective Brexit, initiation of talks on reforming the Common 
Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), and prospects of developing a kind of 
European “defence core” (proposals submitted by some EU Member States, 
including France and Germany). Such a scenario would be a disadvantage 
both to NATO and its ability to adapt to this new security condition on 
the Eastern flank, as well as for the cohesion of the EU. Importantly, such 
a direction of changes could result in Poland and the Czech Republic being 
forced out of the mainstream EU security policy. Preventing the emergence 
of the dividing line within the EU (European “defence core”), which could 
result in NATO’s cohesion being compromised, lies in best interest of both 
these countries. 
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neighbourhoods has become even more disturbing (violent conflicts, political 
instability, corruption etc., in several places of the area). On the one hand, 
the Arab Spring and its aftermath along with the war in Syria destabilised 
the Middle East and resulted in mass immigration to Europe. On the other 
hand, the Euromaidan Revolution in Ukraine, the Russo-Ukrainian war, and 
the instability of the eastern neighbourhood impact on the EU’s security. 
The Union constitutes a normative power due to the fact that it does not 
possess its own military force. To be precise, it is de facto NATO, which is 
responsible for the EU’s security. However, the fact that the EU employs 
mechanisms that boost its capacity to react in crisis situations is noteworthy. 
The EU Battlegroups constitute one of such mechanisms. Therefore, the 
British exit from the EU alters the political situation within the EU itself, but 
also impacts on its situation and capacity to react to crises. The paper focuses 
on the analysis of the present mode of operation of the EU BGs and attempts 
at offering guidelines enabling the EU Member States (especially the V4 
states) to improve the effectiveness of the groups’ operations. The paper, 
however, will not discuss the impact of Brexit on the way the EU BGs operate

GRUPY BOJOWE UNII EUROPEJSKIEJ – WYZWANIA I RYZYKA 
W CZASIE BREXITU

Streszczenie

Celem niniejszego artykułu jest próba bardzo ogólnego spojrzenia na 
grupy bojowe Unii Europejskiej (EU BGs). Sytuacja bezpieczeństwa w połu-
dniowym i wschodnim sąsiedztwie UE staje się coraz trudniejsza. Z jednej 
strony, Arabska Wiosna i jej następstwa, wojna w Syrii i niestabilność Bli-
skiego Wschodu (w konsekwencji napływ masowych migracji na obszar Euro-
py), z drugiej strony, Euromajdan na Ukrainie, wojna Rosji z Ukrainą i tym 
samym niestabilność wschodniego sąsiedztwa, wpływają na bezpieczeństwo 
Wspólnoty. UE jest mocarstwem cywilnym (normatywnym), gdyż nie posiada 
sił zbrojnych, własnej armii itd. Dokładnie rzecz ujmując, za bezpieczeństwo 
UE odpowiada de facto NATO. Ale nie można zapominać, że w ramach 
UE są mechanizmy, które mają podnosić zdolności i możliwości reagowania 
kryzysowego przez UE. Jednym z takich właśnie mechanizmów są Grupy 
Bojowe UE. Dlatego też Brexit zmienia sytuację polityczną w ramach UE, ale 
również będzie miał wpływ na sytuację i zdolności reagowania kryzysowego 
UE. W artykule położony jest nacisk na aktualną analizę sposobu funkcjono-
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wania EU BGs oraz stara się wskazać (rekomendacje) na obszary, w których 
państwa członkowskie UE (w szczególności państwa Grupy Wyszehradzkiej) 
winny zmienić sposób funkcjonowania EU BGs w celu uzyskania większej 
skuteczności działania. Natomiast w tekście nie będzie analizowany wpływ 
Brexitu na sposób funkcjonowania EU BGs. 

«БОЕВЫЕ ГРУППЫ» ЕВРОПЕЙСКОГО СОЮЗА – ВЫЗОВЫ И РИСК 
В ПЕРИОД БРЕКСИТА

Резюме

Цель настоящей статьи – попытка общего взгляда на «Боевые группы» 
Европейского Союза (БГ ЕС). Ситуация в сфере безопасности за южными 
и восточными границами ЕС становится всё более сложной. С одной сто-
роны, Арабская весна и её последствия, война в Сирии и нестабильность 
Ближнего Востока (результатом которой является приток массовых мигра-
ций на территорию Европы), с другой стороны – Евромайдан в Украине, 
война России с Украиной и вследствие этого растущая нестабильность на 
территории восточных соседей, - всё это оказывает влияние на безопасность 
Европейского сообщества. ЕС является гражданским (нормативным) сооб-
ществом государств, поскольку он не обладает вооруженными силами, соб-
ственной армией и т. д. Если говорить точно, за безопасность ЕС de facto 
отвечает НАТО. Нельзя, однако, забывать о том, что в рамках ЕС действуют 
механизмы, которые призваны повышать способности и возможности кри-
зисного реагирования. Один из таких механизмов представлен «Боевыми 
группами» ЕС. В связи с этим Брексит приводит к изменению политиче-
ской ситуации в рамках ЕС, но он также будет иметь влияние на ситуацию 
и способности кризисного реагирования ЕС. В статье делается упор на акту-
альный анализ функционирования БГ ЕС и предпринята попытка указания 
(в форме рекомендации) на те области, в которых государства-члены ЕС 
(прежде всего страны Вышеградской группы) должны изменить способ фун-
кционирования БГ ЕС с целью повышения эффективности действий. В то 
же время в статье не будет рассматриваться влияние Брексита на способ 
функционирования БГ ЕС. 


