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Foreword

The present publication is a result of an intense one-
year process of collaborative thinking and writing by 
a group of young professionals FLEET (Fresh Look 
at Eastern European Trends). They are deeply con-
cerned about the current security situation and care 
about the peaceful and prosperous future on the 
European continent that is home to EU and non-EU 
citizens alike.

At times of rampant mistrust and decline of multi-
lateralism, a policy of small steps – FLEET calls it  
"Islands of Cooperation" – is essential for jump-start-
ing cooperation. But where are the small steps sup-
posed to lead? What is the “North Star” for Europe-
an security? "Responsible Europe" may not be the 
final destination, but it is a forward-looking vision to  
re-build indivisible security on the European conti-
nent.

Just like in personal relations, in international pol-
itics responsibility encapsulates both a state’s  
agency – a capacity to make own decisions and  
factor in conceivable effects – and a good-will  
obligation to constantly seek a balance between 
one’s own interests and the interests of others. Such 
approach may sound commonsensical, yet the past 

three decades have amply demonstrated less con-
sideration, sagacity and humility than were hoped for 
upon the “end of history”.

The bulk of the thinking and writing on "Responsible 
Europe" happened before a new coronavirus was 
first detected in late 2019 and then quickly spread 
around the globe before our disbelieving eyes. As of 
spring 2020 the pandemic affects each and every 
one of us and engulfs public debates. As the world 
grapples with an unprecedented challenge, only one 
thing seems clear: Formidable threats posed by  
violent conflicts, socio-economic inequality, looming 
environmental catastrophe and nuclear proliferation 
may shift and transform, but they are not going away. 
Neither are they put on hold even as the world seems 
to hold its breath, paralysed by the virus. Above all, 
the corona crisis is a painful yet timely reminder that 
global challenges cannot be solved unilaterally. They 
will require bold and cooperative responses. In this 
publication members of FLEET provide inspiring con-
tours of some of them. After all, who, if not experts 
and critical citizens, is  responsible for a change of 
trajectory?

FES ROCPE
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Introduction:  
Building blocks of Responsible Europe

A new pan-continental security order that 
marries pragmatism with idealism

By Zachary Paikin and Pia Hansen

The conflict in and around Ukraine is not only the 
culmination of increasing tensions between Russia 
and the West – it also exemplifies Europe’s failure to 
establish a sustainable security order after the end 
of the Cold War. The vision of a common European 
home together with Russia has failed. Normative in-
compatibility between the EU and Russia – both in 
terms of their political systems and their visions for 
the shared neighbourhood – has made sure of that, 
with the battle over Ukraine’s regulatory and political 
orientation being the clearest example yet.

When we speak about "Europe" and the "European se-
curity order", we refer to the EU, Russia and the coun-
tries of their shared neighbourhood. In this regard we 
are interested primarily in the six "states in-between" 
located east of the EU and west of Russia, in other 
words, Belarus, Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia, Armenia 
and Azerbaijan. We detail their role in constructing 
Responsible Europe. But one can certainly include 
other non-EU members such as Norway, Great Brit-
ain or Switzerland (figure 1). 

The European order is under considerable strain, 
facing rising mistrust and confrontation, with gov-
ernments in desperate need of new ideas to move 
beyond the current deadlock. Most suggestions, 
as for instance the Structured Dialogue and the  
Panel of Eminent Persons of the OSCE, focus on 
small steps and confidence-building measures. In a 
similar vein, our last FLEET (Fresh Look at Eastern 
European Trends) publication Islands of Cooperation 
proposed pragmatic interactions in areas of overlap-
ping interests. These steps are certainly valuable and 
can contribute to de-escalation over time. Yet small 
steps also require a strategic vision. 

We propose Responsible Europe, defined below, not 
as a definitive answer but rather to initiate a discus-
sion and potential roadmap towards a cooperative 
European security order that rebuilds trust, fosters 
common interests and provides sustainable peace. 
Putting responsibility at the heart of the argument 
discards self-seeking power struggles and goes be-
yond the Cold War bloc thinking, where small states 
are merely a "buffer zone" between big powers. In a 
first step, this requires scrutinizing the failures of the 
current European security architecture from multiple 
perspectives in order to move beyond antagonistic 
narratives and build a common vision of a future se-
curity order.

 

Figure 1: Responsible Europe and outside powers

https://www.osce.org/structured-dialogue
https://www.osce.org/networks/pep
http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/wien/14228.pdf
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The roots of today’s conflict can be found at the end of 
the Cold War, with rival visions sprouting with respect 
to how Europe should be organised. While some opti-
mistically proclaimed the end of history and the glob-
al diffusion of liberal democracy, fundamental issues 
regarding Europe’s re-ordering remained unresolved. 
At the same time, the dissolution of Yugoslavia and 
the disintegration of the Soviet Union saw newly inde-
pendent states appear on the scene. It is the diverg-
ing understandings regarding these developments 
by Russia, the EU, the United States and the states 
in-between that lie at the heart of today’s security di-
lemma in Europe.

In addition to (military) interventionism and com-
peting economic integration projects, soft power 
initiatives have played a substantial role in causing 
relationships within Europe to deteriorate. The Eu-
ropean Union has been expanding its Brussels-cen-
tric political and regulatory order, unable to find an 
adequate place for a Russia that is increasingly per-
ceived as authoritarian and hostile. The Kremlin, in its 
turn, has come to view the EU’s growing soft power 
in the post-Soviet space as a threat to its regime sta-
bility (consider the context of the colour revolutions 
in the 2000s, seen by Moscow as Western-support-
ed efforts at regime change). Following the onset 
of the Ukraine conflict and deterioration of relations 
with the EU, Moscow began to advance visions of a 
"Greater Eurasia" – an integrated space across the 
Eurasian continent. Remaining nominally open to Eu-
ropean participation if Brussels agrees to uphold the 
fledgling community’s "pluralistic" principles, it allows 
for a diversity of political systems to co-exist. Moreo-
ver, Russia and China have agreed to harmonise their 
respective signature integration projects – the Eura-
sian Economic Union (EAEU) and the Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI).

The Bigger Picture

Yet amidst all the concern over the future of the liber-
al international order and the challenge that Moscow 
supposedly poses to it, many miss two fundamental 
points that relate specifically to political order in Eu-
rope.

First, there are significant contradictions in the two 
sets of principles underpinning European security, 

Helsinki and Paris. The international context sur-
rounding the Helsinki system, based on the mutual 
recognition of the two blocs of the Cold War, featured 
an East-West balance of power and the presence of 
robust national states on the continent. The situation 
had radically changed by the early 1990s due to the 
dissolution of the Warsaw Pact, the disintegration of 
the Soviet Union and the move toward a political un-
ion in Western Europe. 

Many in the liberal West considered these develop-
ments as a unilateral victory in the Cold War, but Rus-
sia contended that it was a joint victory over a hostile 
global environment and a broken economic model 
in favour of a new international order rooted in con-
vergence and cooperation. The 1990 Paris Charter 
formulated a bold vision of cooperative security yet 
contained inherent contradictions that proved irrec-
oncilable as crowds began to gather on the Maidan 
in Kyiv. Expressions of the right of states to choose 
their political and military alliances freely, originally 
intended to address the issue of German reunifica-
tion, appeared to conflict with the principle of indivis-
ible security – that the security of each state is inex-
tricably linked to the security of every other state. The 
desire of some states that used to be members of 
the Soviet Union – for instance Ukraine and Georgia 
– to increasingly align themselves with the Western 
political community therefore runs up against Rus-
sia’s perception of this as a threat to its security. The 
dream of a common European home has become 
the casualty of rival norms and conceptions of order. 

Second, the leading actors on the European conti-
nent today are, in fact, still nascent and developing. 
The European Union took the leap from an internal 
market to a political union in 1992 at Maastricht. It 
had built up cooperation on foreign affairs since the 
1980s but was pushed to develop a more coherent 
EU foreign policy when faced with the Balkan wars 
following the breakup of Yugoslavia. Attempts at a 
common security and defence policy, let alone stra-
tegic autonomy, have been stumbling since then. The 
end of the Soviet Union, for its part, saw the emer-
gence of new European states, among them the Rus-
sian Federation, Ukraine and other Eastern European 
countries, some of which are still struggling with their 
political and economic transformations, protracted 
conflicts and Soviet legacies.
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Europe’s political order is therefore still finding its 
footing in many ways, with the rules of the game still 
being worked out among all players, who in turn are 
attempting to give lasting form to their still-inchoate 
internal political systems. The EU continues to at-
tempt to find durable fixes to challenges around the 
eurozone, migration and Brexit, even as it contends 
with rising Euroscepticism and illiberalism. Some of 
the non-EU members in Europe are confronted with 
serious socio-economic woes, difficult histories and 
even protracted conflicts. Russia must still decide 
on a power transition mechanism, relations between 
centre and periphery continue to evolve, and ques-
tions concerning economic reform and the evolution 
of the country’s political system remain pertinent as 
ever. 

To make things worse, most recently the coronavirus 
pandemic has put all European countries to a tough 
test. It questions the very foundations of an open, 
borderless society and fosters nationalistic respons-
es that undermine international coordination and 
joint efforts.

The construction of a new European security order 
is likely to be a protracted process. The prevalent 
feeling of uncertainty in Europe, exacerbated by the 
corona crisis, is not conducive to changes in the 
status quo. Meanwhile, Washington is reframing its 
global role and Beijing continues to expand its pres-
ence across Eurasia. The Sino-Russian partnership is 
deepening, affecting international order in yet unclear 
ways. Overall, we therefore face a set of challenges 
across three dimensions: internally (within Europe’s 
leading actors), regionally (between Europe’s leading 
actors), and globally (between Europe’s leading ac-
tors and other major powers).

A paradigm shift for Europe

The gradual emergence of a new European order 
within the context of an evolving world requires a 
guiding concept for its members – the EU, Russia 
and the states that lie between them – to follow. We 
call this concept "Responsible Europe". While ac-
counting for differences of opinion as to what shape 
the continent’s political and security order should 
take, this paradigm retains an inclusive definition of 
what constitutes Europe. It encourages all European 

actors to adopt a posture that 

(a) encourages and strengthens stability within Eu-
rope and 

(b) helps to transform the wider European space into 
a stable pillar of the wider international order. This pil-
lar would contribute to global public goods and at the 
same time ensure that the global order does not be-
come too normatively rigid or materially unbalanced.

As such, "Responsible Europe" is designed to en-
hance the internal stability of the wider European 
space and, eventually, its external agency with the 
aim of restoring mutually beneficial and peaceful co-
operation. A corresponding security order would rely 
on openness to flexibility and change. International 
orders that are inflexible are not sustainable. "Re-
sponsible Europe" aims to reinterpret resilience in a 
way that is open rather than defensive, spanning the 
entirety of the European continent.

This new European paradigm emphasises Europe’s 
centrality in the development of international norms, 
even as the global balance of power shifts eastward. 
Assuming a continued competition between the EU 
and Russia in their shared neighbourhood, "responsi-
bility" requires all sides to adopt a realistic but none-
theless ambitious posture aimed at strengthening 
the foundations of all three OSCE dimensions – po-
litico-military, economic-environmental and human. 

The vision of a united Responsible Europe remains 
pertinent even though Europe today is decidedly dis-
united, and the unresolved challenges confronted at 
the Cold War’s end remain on the historical agenda. If 
Europe is to serve as an independent pillar of global 
order, it must not become a mere peninsula at the 
edge of an increasingly integrated and strategically 
relevant Eurasia. For this to occur, Russia needs to 
know that it can have a positive impact on the shape 
of international order beyond its strategic partnership 
with China, while the EU must strike a sound balance 
between the transatlantic link and its own strategic 
autonomy. The EU must also realise that its credibil-
ity and reputation as a peace project depend on its 
ability to shape its neighbourhood’s normative and 
institutional structure in a cooperative fashion. This 
requires EU institutions and member states to reflect 
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on how to engage Russia in a way that demonstrates 
the benefits of returning to the table as a leading re-
sponsible stakeholder in European affairs. 

New responsibilities

Strengthening the foundations of Europe’s collective 
global footprint over the long term requires all Euro-
pean actors to commit to a new approach. "Respon-
sible Europe" must come with responsibilities.

First, members of the European space must chart a 
path toward a genuinely multilateral approach that 
rests on common rules and, ideally, mutual trust. The 
aim here must not be to return to old paradigms of 
cooperation, but rather for all of Europe’s actors to 
seize the benefits of strategic promiscuity, while re-
specting each other’s institutions and recommitting 
to solving disputes between them in a multilateral for-
mat. To compare, Moscow and Beijing do not share 
identical interests and priorities, but the Sino-Russian 
partnership is already producing a substantive albe-
it still fledgling conception of world order. Moscow 
must be shown the benefits of an order-generating 
dialogue with Brussels, while the EU needs to help 
shape the norms that govern connectivity in Eurasia 
in partnership with Russia so as not to entrench a 
zero-sum, bipolar logic across the supercontinent.

Second, all players must acknowledge the legitima-
cy of one another’s interests, even when they differ. 
This must involve restraint from all parties as well as 
respect for the interests of smaller states. Prelimi-
nary evidence of this already exists on the EU side, 
shown by the limited scope of its recent Partnership 
Agreement with Armenia. Russia should reciprocate 
by pursuing a pragmatic foreign policy in the Western 
Balkans. Just as it demands that Washington and 
Brussels respect the privileged nature of its interests 
in its "near abroad", Moscow should not entrench a 
zero-sum logic in an increasingly EU-oriented region 
where it no longer has any serious or vital interests. 
The self-defeating nature of the Kremlin’s foreign pol-
icy approach towards the Western Balkans has now 
become evident with the admission of both Monte-
negro and North Macedonia to NATO.

Moreover, a deeper understanding of interests 
should be fostered across the continent. Short-term 

interests should be distinguished from long-term in-
terests, as the pursuit of the former can, in fact, un-
dermine states’ abilities to secure the latter. Russia’s 
behaviour in Ukraine and its tactical contribution to 
sowing disunity and populism in EU countries are a 
case in point: Russia, in fact, has a long-term inter-
est in a strong and stable Ukraine acting as both a 
buffer and bridge between itself and the EU, as well 
as a united and stable European single market with 
which it can reliably trade to underpin its economic 
development. 

Furthermore, the shared European understanding of 
interests should not only be deeper but also wider, 
including not only the politico-military and economic 
dimensions but identity as well. Russia must under-
stand that the EU’s commitment to spreading liberal 
and democratic values is genuine, just as EU member 
states should recognise the legitimacy of Russia’s 
post-Soviet identity-related challenges that are par-
amount, to understand the logic of the conflict over 
Ukraine.

Third, there needs to be recognition of collective re-
sponsibility regarding the management of conflict 
and tensions in Europe. Confidence-building meas-
ures over the short term should lead to institutionali-
sation of multilateral conflict-resolution mechanisms 
that are rooted in continual dialogue, open lines of 
communication at the official level and joint action. 
These could be supplemented by a commitment by 
all parties to cooperation and responsibility in the 
economic sphere, even if the regulatory orders of 
the EU and the Eurasian Economic Union remain at 
odds with each other for now. For example, this could 
take the form of pan-European fora to discuss issues 
such as sustainable development, social investment, 
fiscal responsibility, jobs, corporate social responsi-
bility, ecological responsibility and perhaps eventual-
ly an all-European approach to foreign investments 
(e.g. from China).

Here is where smaller states situated in the EU-Rus-
sia shared neighbourhood could play an essential 
role. "Responsible Europe" conceives of these coun-
tries as agents rather than clients, placing them at 
the heart of Europe rather than at the periphery of two 
competing spheres of influence. The current level of 
hostility in EU-Russia relations hampers a joint effort 
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to build a stable, institutionalised European security 
architecture. The six states in-between (countries of 
Russia-EU shared neighbourhood) may vary in their 
approaches to dealing with the EU, but an explora-
tion on their part of the ways in which they can act 
as an economic and political link between Brussels 
and Moscow could provide a much-needed boost to 
these efforts. The role of smaller states in shaping a 
"Responsible Europe" is particularly noteworthy in a 
context where bigger actors such as the EU and Rus-
sia often appear unwilling or unable to do so.

Looking Forward

Europe currently faces a structural problem. On the 
one hand, normative rivalry and internal challenges 
are preventing the EU and Russia from pursuing any 
genuine reconciliation toward establishing a new 
European political and security order, even though 
the previous one is under considerable strain. At the 
same time, Russia remains oriented toward Europe 
in many ways, having not yet fully fused nation with 
state, carrying an imperial legacy and strategic im-
perative that leaves it predisposed to desiring a "zone 
of privileged interests" in Eastern Europe, and contin-
uing to profess spiritual unity with Ukraine. In other 
words, three decades after the Iron Curtain’s fall and 
Russia’s "return to Europe", Russia in many ways re-
mains an empire at the eastern end of Europe rath-
er than a nation-state at the northern tip of Eurasia. 
This will remain a fact of life over at least the medium 
term, requiring Brussels and Moscow to pursue a re-
sponsible policy in the meantime.

The following sections 2 and 3 will make the case that 
European countries – Russia, the EU and countries 
of their shared neighbourhood – should recognise 
their differences in perceptions and interests and 
adopt a path toward Europe becoming a pluralistic 
pillar of international order, positioning "Responsible 
Europe" as a practical, forward-looking alternative to 
the vision of a common European home that was 
dreamt of at the end of the Cold War. Section 4 takes 
a look at socio-economic underpinnings of responsi-
bility, particularly salient at times when governments 
throughout the world grapple with the repercussions 
of the coronavirus pandemic. The final section 5 sug-
gests how Responsible Europe should go about deal-
ing with its most powerful neighbours – the United 

States and China – in order to become an influential 
and independent foreign policy actor. Responsible 
Europe may be a long-term project, but this does not 
prevent the launch of track-two discussions to lay the 
groundwork in the interim.
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Russia and the EU: towards the path of 
responsibility

By Pavel Kanevsky and Mykola Kapitonenko

Current relations between the EU and Russia revolve 
around a fundamental question: what will make 
states behave responsibly and obey the rules? Since 
there is no world government or global police, follow-
ing the rules should be the best rational strategy in 
the long run (at least assuming similar capabilities 
of the respective sides). States should rationally pick 
compliance over non-compliance.

Recent experience indicates that big powers can tol-
erate punishment: anti-Russian sanctions imposed 
by the US and the EU are obviously not enough to sig-
nificantly change Moscow’s policies. A further impo-
sition of high costs would include more military build-
up, preventive measures, demonstrations of hostility, 
and the like. However, a set of measures of this sort 
could make Europe an even less secure place.

At first glance, there is no immediate solution in the 
current situation. With political changes across the 
post-Soviet space that have brought states in-be-
tween closer to the European Union and NATO, Rus-
sia finds itself almost isolated from an increasingly 
integrated European space, which, in turn, only re-
inforces the securitisation of domestic and foreign 
policies in Moscow. As a result, Russia acts not par-
ticularly responsibly towards the EU because it is 
disillusioned by the shape of its institutions, which 
in its own turn is the consequence of the inability to 
become part of these institutions or at least benefit 
from them. 

The EU, in turn, does feel some responsibility towards 
Russia, but only in terms of minimising security risks 
and defending its economic interests. Some states 
have more at stake because of their trade flows to 
and from and energy dependence on Russia. Others, 
mostly in Central and Eastern Europe, are much more 
sceptical and see Russia’s regional ambitions as ma-
licious. There is a general consensus in the EU that 
politically Russia is not likely to democratise any time 
soon, while its geopolitical interests are interpreted 
as violating the very essence of current international 
rules and norms. 

In this situation no grand cooperative framework 
is feasible. However, as the history of the Cold War 
teaches us, even in the atmosphere of strong disa-
greements actors must not lose their sense of re-
sponsibility towards each other. So how could Russia 
and the EU return to the path of responsible behav-
iour towards both each other and the states in-be-
tween, even when unifying values are missing and 
interests coincide only partially? 

Recommendations

First, both Russia and the EU must clearly demon-
strate how they envision and fulfil their responsible 
policies towards each other, international organi-
sations and other states that are often victims of 
misunderstanding of intentions in Russia and the 
European Union. It would be logical if both sides 
agreed that, despite divergent interests, they are both 
responsible for fostering the peaceful existence of 
states in their shared neighbourhood and the well-be-
ing of their citizens. The cases of Armenia and, until 
recently, Moldova demonstrate that both sides can 
cooperate and align their interests with the interests 
of the respective states. 

Second, both sides must ensure at the very least the 
continuation of limited cooperation in areas of mu-
tual interest, such as economic cooperation, public 
health, cybersecurity, terrorism, migration, environ-
ment, culture, science and education. Taken together, 
real actions in all of these areas could build a number 
of bridges that would bring Russia, the EU and states 
in-between closer to developing a joint agenda. Po-
litical values remain the most contradictory part 
of cooperation. The EU must act as a guarantor of 
basic democratic principles and the rule of law, but 
at the same time acknowledge historic and cultural 
differences in Russia and also, to a different extent, 
states in-between, who travel on a non-linear path of 
democratisation.

Third, the interests of respective actors should be 
defined and articulated as clearly as possible. For 
example, why does Russia want some control over 
Ukraine? Why does Ukraine want to join NATO and 
why are some NATO member states so eager to of-
fer Ukraine NATO membership? Why would the EU 
want to play a role in Eastern Europe? Often positions 



10

Responsible Europe
by FLEET

of states seem incompatible at first sight. But talk-
ing about interests might clarify mutual threat per-
ceptions and open up space for compromises. For 
instance, if Russia perceives NATO or EU member-
ship aspirations as a threat, security compensations, 
guarantees and procedures should be considered. 
If the EU wants a stable and democratic neighbour-
hood without extending membership, the strategic 
situation would be different. Russia also may be 
better off with a stable, prosperous and predictable 
neighbourhood.

Any European security system will need time to 
evolve and will probably not meet the interests of all 
states to the full extent. In the long term, such system 
should try incorporating those interests into shared 
institutions and norms. Revisionism is dangerous; 
and to reduce this danger it will be useful to initiate 
an open dialogue about the interests of all stakehold-
ers. Responsibility – in both creating and following 
norms and rules – should become more pragmatic 
and less emotional.

Fourth, norms and institutions should be more dy-
namic and take into account rapid changes in the 
geopolitical landscape. International organisations 
such as the UN or the OSCE should be more respon-
sive and creative in responding to challenges and 
conflicts in Europe. There is a need to update their 
institutional design and peacekeeping approach-
es. Certainly, this largely depends on the member 
states, who have not always been committed to solu-
tions-oriented policies and, most recently, have even 
torpedoed multilateral organisations. 

The Charter of Paris of the OSCE still hold principles 
that are aimed at preserving the spirit and philosophy 
of mutual responsibility. It should not be forgotten 
that the Helsinki process was not a solution in itself, 
but it proposed a system of dynamic communica-
tion that eventually led to better understanding of 
positions and interests. In this sense the OSCE must 
be promoted further as probably the most inclusive 
communication hub on all levels of decision-making 
and expertise.

Lastly, it is important to bear in mind that Russia as 
well as the EU and the states in-between will in any 
eventuality remain important parts of the European 

security architecture. No compromise between big 
powers should be imposed if it goes against or ig-
nores the aspirations and needs of smaller states. 
Their fundamental need for more security should be 
addressed by introducing credible guarantees. Yet 
durable solutions should also take into account ge-
opolitical interests and fears of Russia. If interests 
are addressed properly, smaller countries in Europe 
would become contributors to, not consumers of, 
regional security. They may provide important input 
to the development of normative and institutional 
foundations of regional stability and secure a more 
favourable geostrategic environment for all.
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Strong agency of the states in-between as 
a building block for Responsible Europe

By Alla Leukavets and Dzmitry Halubnichy

Conventionally, small states apply two main foreign 
policy strategies vis-à-vis their more powerful neigh-
bours. They either bandwagon with one of them or 
maintain a balance between several neighbours. 
The current unstable security environment renders 
these strategies ineffective and leaves small states 
vulnerable and dependent, thereby undermining the 
chances to promote their own interests. The 2014 
crisis in Ukraine can be considered a critical junc-
ture in the development of European security and it 
should be used as an impetus by all the six states 
of the EU-Russia shared neighbourhood, i.e. Belarus, 
Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan, 
to assume local ownership, strengthen their agency 
and increase their independence as well as responsi-
bility on the international political arena.

In order to start building a Responsible Europe, it is 
necessary to make a transition from a region char-
acterised by strong asymmetric dependencies to 
a region characterised by more symmetric interde-
pendencies. The fundamental assumption is that the 
more synergies there are on all levels between the 
small states themselves as well as between them 
and the larger powers and external players, the more 
stable, inclusive and predictable the regional order 
will become. As a result, a Responsible Europe will 
start taking shape, where the interests of states of 
all sizes are taken into consideration and where both 
individual and collective interests of the states in-be-
tween are promoted in a responsible manner. 

A responsible foreign policy for the six small post-So-
viet states located between the EU and Russia rests 
on two foundations: economic resilience and politi-
cal stability.

Economic resilience aims for the attainment of great-
er prosperity as well as the ability to withstand eco-
nomic shocks by making comprehensive reforms to 
reach trade diversification (product range and trade 
partners) and greater energy independence (different 
sources and suppliers).

Political stability implies the presence of functioning 
accountable institutions and a working system of 
checks and balances, which reduce the possibility of 
violence and unrest inside a state (internal stability) 
and avert or deal with conflicts involving other states 
with negative regional repercussions (external stabil-
ity).

Recommendations

First, the states in-between should see responsibility 
not only as following the rules, but also shaping them. 
At present, the six states often act as passive recip-
ients of the rules, set by their bigger neighbours, i.e. 
the EU and Russia. Instead of doing this, the six coun-
tries should take a more active stance in the process 
of shaping regional rules. One of the states in-be-
tween which has already been trying to adopt such 
an approach is Belarus. It has undertaken significant 
diplomatic efforts to reduce the risks of the regional 
confrontation and to relax tensions between Russia 
and the West. Minsk has become a platform for in-
ternational talks to resolve the crisis in Ukraine. Be-
larus’s mediating role in the peace-making process 
has been highly praised by Western stakeholders. 
Diplomatic contacts between Minsk and Brussels 
have intensified, the EU has resumed talks on a visa 
facilitation regime and lifted sanctions from Belarus 
in February 2016. In addition, Minsk officially partic-
ipates in other de-escalation initiatives in the region. 
For example, it has recently proposed to become a 
platform for a new “Helsinki-2” process, which focus-
es on establishing a broad dialogue to overcome the 
existing disagreements in the relations between the 
Euro-Atlantic and Eurasian countries.

Second, the states in-between should take a respon-
sible approach to improving their economic and po-
litical situation, and the impetus for these domestic 
reforms should come not from external actors, but 
from the six countries themselves. 

For example, Georgia, in the words of a member of its 
Parliament, Tamar Khulordava, should carry out re-
forms for the sake of the country’s own development, 
not potential EU membership. According to Ukraini-
an President Volodymyr Zelensky, his country should 
not “beg” the EU or the US for financial support but 
should strive to conduct comprehensive reforms 
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and develop its own potential. These voices should 
be multiplied and strengthened, while successful re-
forms implemented by these countries can serve as 
best practice examples for other in-between states 
and create a positive spillover effect for the whole 
region.

Third, the states in-between should develop a respon-
sible approach towards energy security and con-
duct reforms instead of being entrapped in a cycle 
of energy rents. Except for Azerbaijan and Georgia, 
the countries have a high level of energy dependen-
cy on Russia. This structural asymmetry has been 
often used by Russia as a means of pressure and 
rewards to influence specific foreign policy choic-
es of the states in-between. In order to strengthen 
their stance in the international arena, the six coun-
tries should undertake comprehensive reforms and 
develop diversification strategies instead of accept-
ing cheap energy resources from Russia. The states 
in-between can considerably decrease their energy 
dependence through decarbonising, greening their 
economies, effective waste management and in-
creasing alternative sources in the energy mixes. In 
this way, they can avoid the vicious circle of having 
their economy subsidised by their bigger neighbour 
or a “resource curse” phenomenon that leads to less 
growth and development.

Fourth, some of the states in-between should con-
sider a neutral stance in relation to their larger neigh-
bours such as the EU and Russia (and potentially 
outside powers such as the US and China, see chap-
ter 5). For example, Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova 
have association agreements with the EU but are not 
members of NATO. Azerbaijan neither plays an ac-
tive role in the EU integration projects, nor expresses 
a wish to join Russia-led integration initiatives such 
as the Eurasian Economic Union. In fact, in 2011, it 
joined the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) – an inter-
national organisation whose members aim not to 
be officially aligned with or against any major power 
bloc. Preservation of a neutral stance may be a viable 
strategy for some states in-between and help others 
to co-exist while participating in competing integra-
tion formats, such as the EAEU, or having a Deep and 
Comprehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA) with the EU. 
Opinion polls in states in-between (except Ukraine) 
show a preference for a “third way” – equally close 

relations with the EU and the EAEU and also for neu-
trality as opposed to alignment.

Fifth, the states in-between can become major driv-
ers of closer cooperation between the EU and the 
Eurasian Economic Union. At present these two eco-
nomic initiatives are considered to be rival integration 
projects. If certain states in-between persistently and 
collectively express an interest in trading with both 
counterparts and in developing compatible produc-
tion standards, this can give an impetus to an intensi-
fied EU-EAEU dialogue and as a result strengthen the 
economic underpinning of Responsible Europe.

Sixth, the states in-between should develop a com-
mon vision of their fundamental shared needs and 
challenges, thereby strengthening their collective 
agency. They should acknowledge shared respon-
sibility for the neighbourhood, i.e. responsibility for 
yourself and your neighbours. They should strive for 
developing a common understanding of values and 
increase communication and partnerships among 
themselves as well as with the EU, Russia and out-
side powers. In order to develop their collective agen-
cy, it is important for the states in-between to have 
their own platform, which will become a catalyst for 
their shared interests and will not need backing by 
any of the regional powers.

Responsible Europe can only work as an interplay of 
two processes. First, big powers such as the EU and 
Russia should create an enabling environment for 
the development of the states in-between. Second, 
the six states should be responsible for the decisions 
they make vis-à-vis each other and the larger pow-
ers. They should base these decisions on the con-
vergence of mutual interests as well as promote their 
individual interests in a responsible way that contrib-
utes to overall security on the continent. 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/conf_proceedings/CF382.html
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Socio-economic responsibility in Europe 
and beyond

By Ewa Dąbrowska, Bartosz Rydliński and Aliya 
Tskhay

With the return of geopolitics caused by the war in 
Ukraine, the (socio)economic dimension of inter-
national politics received less attention in political 
debates compared to the aftermath of the global 
financial crisis 2008–2009. Yet the global coronavi-
rus pandemic painfully brought back on the agen-
da the issues of public health, social resilience and 
economic stability – if not the very way our socie-
ties and economies are organised. Having reached 
shanty towns and royal palaces alike, the pandemic 
exposed the fragility of our societies and called into 
question previously taken-for-granted international 
ties, flows of goods and people, and indeed security. 
The global scale of the corona challenge calls for a 
united, cooperative response, particularly with regard 
to socio-economic policies. 

Hence we propose to turn to socio-economic prob-
lems – no matter if related to the coronavirus or not 
– as a common issue area that affects everybody. 
Since they are shared (although to a different de-
gree) by most European countries, they constitute an 
important basis for collective action of a new kind. 
First, states in Responsible Europe face common 
challenges ranging from the spread of contagious  
diseases, disruption of trade and value-chains, 
grievances of small businesses, poverty and unem-
ployment, macro-economic instability and the like. 
Common approaches will help to address them. Sec-
ond, addressing socio-economic problems will help 
enhance trust and put in place constructive mech-
anisms of interdependence, creating more under-
standing for concerns of other European countries, 
especially of those that are traditionally perceived as 
rivals or as having opposite political interests.

Turning to socio-economic problems might even 
prove a partial solution to the current security stale-
mate between Russia and the West. Stable growth 
was an important basis for Vladimir Putin’s legitima-
cy in 2000–2008. With the subsequent economic 
decline, foreign policy came to replace economics 
as the source of presidential legitimacy. Would tack-

ling socio-economic problems in Russia help support 
legitimacy of the Russian president? Perhaps, but 
another possible effect could be the empowerment 
of groups with a progressive agenda and the rise of 
respect in Russian society for the EU and other Eu-
ropean countries. As for Ukraine and other countries 
of the Russia-EU neighbourhood, solving economic 
problems will help sustain their still fragile statehood. 
The West should regard them not just as providers of 
migrants, but as functioning states and economies. 
A thriving economy in this region will underpin its 
prosperity and security.  

Instead of proposing a new but unrealistic “Marshall 
Plan”, as, for example, the Ukrainian minister of econ-
omy advocated for in 2015, Responsible Europe opts 
for institutional mechanisms through which its mem-
bers seek mutually beneficial solutions to common 
economic problems. Ideally, Western institutions will 
not just impose their regulations on other regions, but 
the latter will be worked out in a common process. In-
deed, countries that find themselves within transfor-
mation processes often know their actual problems 
and needs much better in general but also in detail.

Recommendations

The structural changes in the global economy we are 
currently facing and the disruptions caused by the 
coronavirus pandemic concern all countries alike, re-
gardless of their position in the international division 
of labour. The transformation of the labour market in 
the face of new technologies and ecological changes 
is a massive challenge that requires enhanced coop-
eration efforts both across different countries and 
across different groups within societies. Problems 
of socio-economic insecurities, the consequences 
of climate change and the pandemic should thus be-
come the arches for constructive cooperation.

Youth employment: Being exposed to job insecurity 
and in many cases expecting to have a more modest 
life than the generation of their parents, young peo-
ple are an especially vulnerable group in European 
economies. The economic reverberations of the co-
rona crisis are likely to exacerbate the situation of the 
young. The EU has already launched some pro-youth 
policies, such as the Youth Guarantee programme, 
which could be promoted by the International Labour 
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Organisation (ILO) or the OSCE in non-EU countries as 
well. But even within the EU, there is potential for bet-
ter supporting labour prospects of the youth. Youth 
policies should be better coordinated with economic 
policy in the EU, and infrastructure and governance 
mechanisms for implementing these policies should 
be improved.

A more successful youth employment policy is only 
conceivable if the austerity model of fiscal policy is 
abandoned. Ironically, the initial corona crisis offers 
such an opportunity, as the massive fiscal stimulus 
proposals depart from the dearly-held austerity mod-
el. This does not imply fiscal irresponsibility, but more 
leeway for financing investment in the EU member 
countries and the development of new mechanisms 
for financing the budget. Subsequently, this new pos-
itive model of fiscal and employment policy could 
be expanded to non-EU countries, increasing the 
normative power of the EU and potentially reducing 
immigration from countries in which the employment 
situation of the youth is critical.

Climate change and sustainable development: Re-
sponsible Europe should find mechanisms to deal 
with climate change by responding to European 
countries’ diverging attitudes and interests vis-à-vis 
the issue of reducing CO2 emissions. Western Euro-
pean countries demonstrate a higher level of climate 
change awareness than Eastern European ones, yet 
both largely fail to achieve their CO2 reduction goals. 
New EU member states, the six states in-between, 
Central Asian countries and Russia probably face 
the biggest challenge, because coal and other fossil 
fuels are an important part of the energy mix, and 
many jobs depend on related industries. Also, cli-
mate change deniers are politically more powerful in 
that part of Europe.

New civic education projects, new platforms for 
negotiation and finding common mechanisms for 
reducing CO2 emissions and last but not least new 
loans and grants for East European members of the 
EU and possibly EU neighbour countries are all com-
mon elements of a new responsibility towards the 
problem of climate change. Again, the new realities 
that are being shaped by the unprecedented scale 
of the coronavirus challenge should be used as a 
chance. With global production, mobility, air traffic 

and the corresponding emissions plummeting, Re-
sponsible Europe and its partners (for instance, Can-
ada) should seize the opportunity to decisively move 
towards carbon neutrality, leaving the year 2019 as a 
peak emission year in human history.

New alliances: Responsible Europe should be shared 
among all stakeholders: governments, society, un-
ions and, of course, businesses. The European soci-
eties’ expectations from the companies are growing 
beyond Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). With 
higher pressure from civil society, stricter govern-
ment regulations and better awareness of the gener-
al public, business entities are expected to contribute 
to improving the lives of people and the environment. 
Corporate responsibility is a crucial component of 
Responsible Europe chiefly because companies are 
an integral part of societies. They have the capacity 
and means to contribute to a more prosperous, in-
clusive and secure Europe – as providers of jobs, in-
dispensable goods, innovations, or by implementing 
social and environmental standards. Companies can 
partner with governments and civil society for finding 
solutions to common crises in the European space. 
The current frenetic work by private actors to find a 
corona vaccine and simultaneous government sup-
port to prevent bankruptcies and layoffs are a case 
in point.

Apart from engaging business, new alliances be-
tween international organisations could be helpful 
in engendering responsible collective action in the 
face of socio-economic challenges. Targeted coop-
eration between relevant agencies of the UN, the EU 
and the OSCE, with inclusion of civil society actors, 
could significantly enhance their effectiveness and 
reduce duplication. Combating the negative conse-
quences of climate change, the precariousness of 
work, structural unemployment among young people, 
the uberisation of work and the growing importance 
of digitisation and robotisation in the European and 
world economies require us to join forces instead 
of multiplying programmes. Together with the EU 
and the OSCE, the International Labour Organisation 
could act as a guardian of compliance with the con-
ventions and good practices already implemented in 
some countries. Examples of this are programmes 
aimed at reducing working time in order to increase 
employment and the productivity of workers them-
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selves. The corona-induced global experience of 
work from home, at least in many white-collar pro-
fessions, can encourage employers to grant workers 
more flexibility in the future, laying a foundation for a 
better work-life balance.

The ILO-EU-OSCE alliance could also be an effective 
tool for promoting uniform employment standards 
in Europe. It is often the case that companies with 
Western ownership capital do not apply the same 
practices in developing countries and economies in 
transition as in their place of origin. Corporate so-
cial responsibility assumes not only respect for the 
right to decent wages, but also the right to join in-
dependent trade unions. A pro-working alliance of in-
ternational organisations will be able to support em-
ployees in enforcing their wage demands and those 
concerning the quality of work in case of a dispute 
with a private employer. This is all the more important 
because in most post-communist countries, the neo-
liberal system transformation has almost completely 
wiped out the culture of trade unions and collective 
disputes, which are the essence of democracy in the 
West.
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Responsible Europe vis-à-vis China and 
the USA

By Alexander Graef, Alla Leukavets, Zachary Paikin 
and Anna Gussarova

If the transformation of Europe into a stable and au-
tonomous pillar of the wider international order is to 
be successful, Responsible Europe gradually needs 
to develop a posture vis-à-vis regional economic inte-
gration projects and develop its own security agenda.

The EU and Russia both have relationships with Chi-
na defined by a mixture of cooperation and competi-
tion, albeit to differing extents. Both have an interest 
in shaping China’s presence in Europe in a way that 
contributes to the overall prosperity and security of 
the continent. Rather than viewing Chinese invest-
ments and initiatives in various parts of Europe ex-
clusively as a threat to normative cohesion, there is 
the potential to look at them as “plugging holes” in 
a wider European space, which has descended into 
rivalry. There is ample space for both Russia and the 
EU to collaborate on this front – harnessing the op-
portunities of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) while 
delineating China’s European role – without either of 
them compromising on core foreign policy strategies 
and objectives. The principles that inform state be-
haviour and uphold regional order in the European 
space will naturally differ from those in other regions 
in an increasingly diverse and polycentric world. Just 
as the EU is a secondary but constructive player in 
the Central Asian region that is primarily shaped by 
Russia and China, Beijing’s role in Europe can be de-
lineated by local actors.

The role of the United States in the European security 
architecture is also a contentious issue that Respon-
sible Europe needs to address, even if it takes years 
for a new continental equilibrium to emerge. Most 
European states both within and beyond NATO still 
largely look to the US to serve as their primary secu-
rity partner, while Russia has often been accused of 
wanting to split the transatlantic alliance. The Trump 
administration has devoted much of its political capi-
tal to reframing the country’s role in the world, specif-
ically with respect to US leadership and EU defence. 
This represents an opportunity for Europe to enhance 
its collective agency, putting the continent as a whole 

in the driver’s seat on key regional and global issues. 
The US as the world’s most powerful state is not go-
ing to retreat completely into isolation, and so the 
onus is on Europe to help shape Washington’s role in 
Europe in a constructive matter, nudging it into a new 
era of its foreign policy in which it is no longer always 
the “indispensable nation”.

Recommendations

First, Responsible Europe as a whole should develop 
an approach of engaging with China based on com-
prehensive, sustainable and rules-based connectivi-
ty. The BRI is often viewed as a challenge by the EU, 
because China actively intensifies its engagement 
with countries in the EU’s neighbourhood but does 
not use the same standard of doing business with its 
partners as the EU. Russia shares the EU’s suspicion, 
wary of growing Chinese investment and presence in 
the Caucasus and Central Asia but at the same time 
is eager not to be ignored by the BRI project. Some of 
the South Eastern European states – both within and 
outside the EU – often find themselves in an even 
more difficult situation, lacking an alternative for the 
desperately needed investment coming from China. 
In joint consultations, European countries should de-
velop an engagement strategy with China and utilise 
existing connectivity platforms, possibly under the 
auspices of the OSCE’s economic and environmental 
dimension. 

Second, Responsible Europe should strive to devel-
op elements of complementarity between regional 
economic and integration blocs, including the EU, the 
Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) and the BRI. A joint 
European approach that is rooted in engagement and 
actively searches for potential synergies would be 
welcome. A key role in this process should belong to 
states in between major powers, which can serve as 
bridges in developing cooperation formats between 
different Eurasian integration projects. For example, 
Armenia and Kazakhstan are both members of the 
EAEU and signed Partnership Agreements with the 
EU, but at the same time play an active role in realis-
ing some of the BRI projects. A similar pattern applies 
to EAEU member Belarus, which engages with both 
the EU and China. For instance, Belarus has recent-
ly started cooperating with EU member Poland over 
infrastructure projects as part of China’s BRI. Some 



17

Responsible Europe
by FLEET

EU members, such as Greece, have already shown 
an interest in building synergies between different in-
tegration projects by cooperating with both the EAEU 
and China’s BRI. 

These examples demonstrate that Chinese invest-
ment, EAEU rules and the EU’s modernisation agen-
da are not mutually exclusive. Quite to the contrary, 
cooperation between these stakeholders is key to 
economic prosperity and regional security. It con-
stitutes a responsible approach, particularly needed 
once countries start to revive economic and human 
exchanges in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic. 

Third, Responsible Europe should take active steps 
towards becoming a more independent and sover-
eign actor in global affairs, inter alia, by strengthening 
its own foreign and security policy. This is bound to 
be a long, multi-step process given different degrees 
of integration in Europe. The first step should be 
taken by the EU. The union should utilise its Perma-
nent Structured Cooperation Mechanism (PESCO) to 
strengthen its own military capabilities in particular 
niches and improve collaboration and readiness. Bet-
ter intra-EU defence policy coordination, the promo-
tion of a sound industrial and technological basis for 
procurement as well as further defence investments 
can create both agency and opportunity. At the same 
time, the EU should prepare for a structural transfor-
mation of the transatlantic relationship, the eruption 
of security crises in its (wider) neighbourhood and 
policy shifts by neighbours adversely affecting EU 
interests. In such cases the EU needs to be able to 
defend its vital interests, and, indeed, security. 

In the next step towards the emergence of Respon-
sible Europe as an independent pillar of internation-
al order, the empowered EU can engage Russia and 
other neighbours and, whenever necessary, offer 
pragmatic cooperation to outside powers such as 
the US or China. Among the most pressing issues are 
the fight against climate change and pandemics, as 
well as the strengthening of arms control and nuclear 
non-proliferation. Here the common efforts by the EU, 
Russia and China to uphold the Iran nuclear deal after 
the US walked away provide a pioneering example.

Fourth, Responsible Europe, of which Russia is an 
essential part, needs to develop a long-term strate-

gy for how to square great power identity with a re-
gional order based on pooled sovereignty. Although 
the annexation of Crimea has seemingly imbued the 
transatlantic alliance with renewed purpose, the en-
suing sanctions have also pushed Moscow toward 
a closer partnership with Beijing. If left unaddressed, 
these developments stand to widen the chasm that 
has emerged between the EU and Russia even fur-
ther. However, they also represent an opportunity for 
Russia to gradually reduce its sense of insecurity vis-
à-vis NATO.

Responsible Europe must develop fruitful relations 
with outside powers, primarily the United States and 
China. Given their economic strength, capacity for 
social innovation and overwhelming military power, 
both states affect the conditions under which Re-
sponsible Europe can thrive. Renewed dialogue, re-
gime development and institution-building between 
Responsible Europe on the one hand and Beijing and 
Washington on the other have the potential to estab-
lish the wider European space as both a pillar and a 
bridge that can mitigate the transformation of inter-
national politics into a bipolar Sino-American rivalry. 
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The goal of the FES Regional Office for Cooperation and Peace in Europe 
(FES ROCPE) of the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung in Vienna is to come to terms 
with the challenges to peace and security in Europe since the collapse of 
the Soviet Union a quarter of a century ago. These issues should be discus-
sed primarily with the countries of Eastern Europe – Armenia, Azerbaijan, 
Belarus, Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine – and with Russia, as well as with 
the countries of the EU and with the US. The security order of Europe, based 
until recently on the Helsinki Final Act (1975) and the Paris Charter (1990), 
is under threat. This is, among others, a result of different perceptions of the 
development of international relations and threats over the last 25 years, 
resulting in divergent interests among the various states.

For these reasons, FES ROCPE supports the revival of a peace and security 
dialogue and the development of new concepts in the spirit of a solution-ori-
ented policy. The aim is to bring scholars and politicians from Eastern Eu-
rope, Russia, the EU and the US together to develop a common approach 
to tackle these challenges, to reduce tensions and to aim towards conflict 
resolution. It is our belief that organisations such as the FES have the res-
ponsibility to come up with new ideas and to integrate them into the political 
process in Europe.

We support the following activities:

•	 Regional and international meetings for developing new concepts on 
cooperation and peace in Europe;

•	 A regional network of young professionals in the field of cooperation 
and peace in Europe;

•	 Cooperation with the OSCE in the three dimensions: the politico-
military, the economic and the human.


