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European Command and Control Capabilities in Executive CSDP Missions and Operations

DIRECTOR'S EDITORIAL

The aggression of the Russian Federation against Ukraine has highlighted the relevance of strong command and control 
(C2) capabilities in pursuing military action. Whereas attention to new technologies and means of warfare centres 
much of the attention in the policy and scholarly debate, recent events have underlined that a counting on a unified 
and well-functioning C2 structure is primordial for military success. 
In recent decades, as the European Union broadened and deepened its agenda in security and defence, the debate on 
whether it should develop a centralised EU Command and Control Structure or not has resurfaced. The creation of 
the Military Planning and Conduct Capability (MPCC) in 2017 signified a major step towards the integration of 
European C2, centralising the command of all non-executive CSDP missions. Since then, steps have been taken to 
broaden the scope of centralisation efforts to include executive CSDP missions and operations, although so far limited 
to Battlegroup size. It is true that the current Command and Control structure of the EU offers a set of benefits that 
proves to be advantageous in the context of the Common Security and Defence Policy and the European Union’s Inte-
grated Approach to crisis management. However, as the EU’s strategic environment grows in complexity and inter-state 
war becomes a real possibility once again, the Union might require from the benefits that a permanent, centralised C2 
architecture has to offer. 
European Command and Control Capabilities in Executive CSDP Missions and Operations provides an introduction 
to the EU’s Command and Control architecture. By examining the current C2 framework and highlighting its strengths 
and weaknesses, this article points at both the unexploited potential and the challenges ahead for the development of 
a permanent, centralised C2 structure in executive CSDP missions and operations. This paper then suggests that rein-
forcing the MPCC while avoiding duplication with the NATO Command Structure is the best way forward to achieve 
greater security and defence capabilities in the European Union. 

Mario Blokken
Director PSec
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ABSTRACT

The European Union aims to strengthen its 
security and defence capabilities in an increas-
ingly contested strategic environment. Recent 
initiatives have pursued deeper military co-
operation and integration among European 
Member States, but also the development 
of the EU’s platforms and programmes - in-
cluding in the area of Command and Control 
(C2). Whereas CSDP missions and opera-
tions tended to rely on ad hoc, temporary C2 
solutions chosen from an array of designated 
Command Options, in recent years the EU 
has taken steps towards their centralisation 
by creating the Military Planning and Con-
duct Capability (MPCC). Today, the MPCC 

exercises C2 over all non-executive CSDP 
missions and may also exercise C2 over one 
executive CSDP mission, albeit limited to 
the Battlegroup size. Although they allow for 
greater flexibility to adapt to every specific cri-
sis, the EU’s current C2 architecture suffers 
from inefficiencies that may hinder its crisis 
response capabilities in its new strategic en-
vironment. This paper contends that creating 
a standing, permanent C2 structure for all 
CSDP missions and operations would allow 
the EU to better achieve its strategic goals.
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INTRODUCTION

The European Union (EU) has pursued an in-
creasingly active role in security and defence 
in the past decades. Under the direction of 
High Representative Federica Mogherini, the 
EU’s agenda broadened to emphasise security 
and defence amidst an increasingly contested 
geostrategic environment. As revisionist pow-
ers assertively threaten the sovereignty and 
territorial integrity of European states, the 
EU works to strengthen its defence capabili-
ties, build more resilient societies, and achieve 
strategic autonomy. The goal of the European 
Union is not only to stand out for itself and 
consolidate its role as a strategic actor in the 
global arena but also to maintain internation-
al peace and security through its unique inte-
grated, multi-dimensional approach. 

This renovated compromise brought the EU 
to undertake legal and institutional reforms 
to pave the way for future endeavours. Un-
der the commitments expressed in the 2016 
EU Global Strategy, initiatives towards great-
er integration in security and defence have 
flourished in Europe. These include the es-
tablishment of the EU Battlegroups as a rapid 
reaction force, the creation of the European 
Defence Fund (EDF) to fund collaborative 
defence projects among European defence 
industries, and the development of the Per-
manent Structured Cooperation (PESCO). 
The recently approved 2022 EU Strategic 
Compass confirmed this trajectory. It paved 
the way for unprecedented levels of coopera-
tion in the field, anticipating and responding 
to the winds of war in the EU’s immediate 

neighbourhood. 
Though not always materialised and translated 
into effective action, the increased attention 
on European security and defence has so far 
required and will continue to demand adapt-
ing the EU’s institutional setup, both civilian 
and military. One of these initiatives involved 
the creation of the European Union Military 
Staff (EUMS) and the Military Planning and 
Conduct Capability (MPCC), which have 
reshaped how the EU plans and deploys mis-
sions and operations within its Common Se-
curity and Defence Policy (CSDP). However, 
many challenges lay ahead for greater integra-
tion of EU Members in the field of security 
and defence. The initiatives presented above 
aim at laying the foundation for future inte-
gration by promoting the development and 
competitiveness of the European defence 
industry, and creating embryonic structures 
that may eventually evolve into fully-fledged, 
centralised security organisations. 

These challenges include accommodating the 
intrinsically political nature of CSDP missions 
within military structures while maintaining 
strong military capabilities and high readiness 
levels. Member States must reach unanimous 
decisions in the Council of the European 
Union regarding where, when and how the 
EU should undertake military action, and of 
what kind. Even if such consensus is reached, 
operations need to be planned, launched, and 
commanded by forces pledged by these States 
- forces which, despite the growing efforts 
in military cooperation and interoperability, 
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find themselves forming part of a heteroge-
neous conglomerate that often responds to 
very different military cultures. Provided the 
political constraints attached to CSDP mis-
sions, it is of the utmost importance to ensure 
that the EU has the proper military and civil-
ian capabilities to respond promptly. Besides 
reinforcing Member States’ military capabil-
ities and defence spending, the EU needs to 
leverage these assets to effectively achieve its 
strategic goals in complex and congested secu-
rity environments and possibly against better 
prepared and armed adversaries. 

To achieve this, overhauling the EU’s com-
mand and control (C2) structure is necessary 
to adapt to its newly defined security ambi-
tions and be prepared for any future crisis the 
Union may face. Command and control re-
fers to the exercise of direction and authority 
by a designated commander over the assigned 
forces and assets to achieve the established 
objective (EEAS 2019; US JCS 2017). Be-
sides the C2 structures already existing within 
each Member State, the debate around cre-
ating a supranational C2 architecture at the 
European level has lingered for decades. An 
EU-wide military strategic structure would 
act as a bridge between strategic-political 
decisionmakers at an EU level and the mili-
tary headquarters in the theatre in question 
- a figure rather common in large, contempo-
rary military organisations. For example, the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
counts with the Allied Command Operations 
(ACO), a permanent military-strategic struc-
ture within the Supreme Headquarters Allied 
Powers in Europe (SHAPE) in Mons, Bel-
gium (NATO 2022). 

In this regard, the European Union has for 
long acknowledged the need to count on 
such C2 structure -the Operation Headquar-
ters (OHQ), in EU terminology-, which was 
established as necessary to ensure that the 
CSDP would thrive. Even after the United 
Kingdom left the EU, what remains conten-
tious is whether such a structure ought to be 
permanent or temporary. European Member 
States that advocate for a stronger role of the 
EU in security and defence claim that creating 
a standing C2 structure is necessary to consol-
idate its security capabilities and attain stra-
tegic autonomy. Instead, those that continue 
to support an ad-hoc approach to European 
C2 claim that creating a permanent structure 
would only risk duplication with NATO and 
be nothing more than a symbolic yet costly 
gesture with no real-life implications. In this 
regard, the UK has historically been sceptical 
of improving C2 structures at an EU level. 
After Brexit, the EU started moving towards a 
centralised C2 structure, creating the MPCC 
to take over all non-executive CSDP opera-
tions and missions -i.e. those not related to 
engaging in combat functions, most notably 
training missions. Another step was taken in 
2020 when the MPCC was also granted the 
ability to assume C2 for an executive CSDP 
mission, limited to the Battlegroup size be-
tween 1,500 and 2,500 troops (EUISS 2020). 

The EU has thus embarked on a path of ad-
aptation to a changing geopolitical landscape 
that requires enhanced capabilities and solid 
political consensus to defend the Europe-
an way of life. In this regard, the 2022 EU 
Strategic Compass presents ways in which 
the Union will pursue this objective, such as 
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adapting CSDP missions and operations to 
new security challenges, increasing the flexi-
bility and decision-making processes in crisis 
scenarios, and improving the EU’s command 
and control structure (EEAS 2022a). In terms 
of improving the EU’s C2 military and civil-
ian structures, the Strategic Compass focuses 
on ensuring that the MPCC achieves full op-
erational capability and can assume command 
and control over both executive and non-ex-
ecutive CSDP missions and operations, ef-
fectively becoming the preferred Command 
Option (EEAS 2022b). 

However, in practice, the MPCC currently 
remains insufficient to assume the command 
and control of large, complex CSDP mis-
sions. Despite its permanent nature making 
it fit to respond more swiftly to crises, its ca-
pacity to act in executive CSDP missions is 
limited to Battlegroup-sized forces -which not 
only have never been used but offer limited 
military value at a time when large-scale war 
in Europe seems a possibility once again. Un-
less EU Member States reach a new consensus 

to vest the MPCC with the mandate and re-
sources necessary to assume this role, it will 
remain de facto incapable of exercising C2 in 
the defence of European Members and their 
territorial integrity. As a result, the only viable 
options would be to activate national OHQs, 
designate ad hoc ones, or rely on NATO’s C2 
architecture. These options still require acti-
vation and augmentation before being fully 
operational, and even then, they would suffer 
from unity and coherence issues. Still, such a 
case-by-case approach allows the EU to mod-
ulate its response according to each scenario, 
determining its response based on its integrat-
ed approach and the political landscape of the 
moment. 

Though not new, this debate is very much 
alive at a time when the EU is pushing for 
greater C2 capabilities. This paper aims to 
present the EU’s current C2 structure for 
CSDP missions and operations and explore 
the benefits and shortcomings of establishing 
a standing OHQ by enhancing the MPCC or 
creating a different structure. 

THE EU CONCEPT FOR MILITARY COMMAND AND CONTROL 
STRUCTURE 

Under article 38 of the Treaty of the European 
Union, the Political and Security Committee 
(PSC) exercises the political and strategic con-
trol and direction of EU-led military opera-
tions within the framework of the CSDP. This 
authority derives from the Council of the EU 
and relies on the advice of the EU Military 

Committee. CSDP missions and operations 
are driven by a set of principles and guide-
lines, including the EU’s Integrated Approach 
to crisis management through a multidimen-
sional, multilevel, multiphase, and multilater-
al approach.  
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European C2 is defined in the EU Concept 
for Military Command and Control2 (the 
EU C2 Concept), a document that parallels 
the EU Concept for Military Planning at the 
Political Strategic Level3 and the EU Con-
cept for Force Generation4. This architecture 
is based on a dual system of standing capa-
bilities for non-executive CSDP operations 
and ad-hoc command options for executive 
CSPD operations and missions. Whereas C2 
for non-executive CSDP operations will au-
tomatically pertain to the MPCC, executive 
operations will require the specific designa-
tion of a C2 structure by choosing any of the 
Command Options established in the EU C2 
Concept, depending on the specific situation 
at hand. 

C2 in Non-Executive CSDP Operations: 
the Military Planning and Conduct 
Capability

The Military Planning and Conduct Capa-
bility was established in 2017 as part of the 
EU’s work towards greater capabilities in 
security and defence. This structure is a per-
manent command and control centre at the 
military strategic level within the EU Military 
Staff and under the authority of the Europe-
an External Action Service. Its raison d’être is 
to allow a faster and more coherent response 
to external crisis and conflict by providing a 
unified C2 structure, allowing field staff to fo-
cus on the specificities of their mission rather 
than high-level tasks, enhance civil/military 
cooperation, and foster greater coherence of 
CSDP missions abroad in accordance with 
the EU’s Integrated Approach (EEAS 2018). 

The MPCC has been tasked with the com-
mand and control over all of the EU’s non-ex-
ecutive CSDP missions, including the EU 
Training Missions in Somalia, the Central Af-
rican Republic, and Mali, as well as any other 
training missions in the future. Acting from 
outside the area of operations, the MPCC ex-
ercises C2 regarding non-executive missions, 
as well as the build-up, launch, sustaining, 
and recovery of EU forces abroad, and tasks 
related to budgeting, auditing and report-
ing (EEAS 2019). The Director General of 
the EU Military Staff exercises a double-hat 
function as director of the MPCC, working 
closely with its counterpart at the Civilian  
Planning and Conduct Capability (CPCC) 
to ensure the correct implementation of the 
EU’s Integrated Approach and optimize civil/
military cooperation (Lawrence 2022). 

In addition to exercising C2 over all non-ex-
ecutive CSDP missions, on November 2018, 
the Council of the EU granted the MPCC 
the authority to command one executive mil-
itary operation, limited to the Battlegroup 
size (Council of the European Union 2018). 
This possibility was foreseen notwithstanding 
and in addition to the general structure of EU 
Command Options for executive CSDP mis-
sions, explored in the following section. Such 
a decision was accompanied by an increase 
in the MPCC’s staff and resources to achieve 
full operational capability by the end of 2020 
(Council of the European Union 2018). Ini-
tially suggested by then-High Representative 
Federica Mogherini, this measure respond-
ed to longstanding claims by some Member 
States to start developing standing C2 struc-
tures at an EU level. The idea of developing 
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a permanent C2 architecture within the EU 
Military Staff found the support of EU De-
fence Ministers at informal meetings, such as 
that in Wiesbaden in March 2007, but had 
not yet materialised in formal instruments 
(EuroDefence Deutschland 2008). The cre-
ation of the MPCC, and more importantly, 
the Council Decision granting it authority 
over one executive CSDP mission, marked a 
first step towards developing a unified, per-
manent C2 structure at the EU level. 

In practice, the MPCC is responsible for mil-
itary-strategic command over the four EU 
Training Missions (EUTMs) in Africa -Mali, 
Mozambique, Central African Republic, and 
Somalia-(EU 2022a). In 2021, the MPCC 
also practised its capacity to exercise com-
mand and control over one executive CSPD 
operation while being responsible for up to 5 
non-executive missions by providing OHQ 
during the EU Integrated Resolve 20 and the 
MILEX 22 military exercises (EEAS 2022c).

C2 in Executive CSDP Missions & 
Operations: Autonomous and Joint 
EU-led Operations

Whereas the C2 structure for non-executive 
CSDP missions and operations is currently 
straightforward, it is not the case for execu-
tive missions involving the use of force to 
achieve the strategic goals set by the Council. 
Upon approval of an executive CSDP mis-
sion or operation by the Council, the latter 
-or the PSC in its place- will exercise one of 
the two Command Options: either to engage 
in an autonomous, EU-led military mission 
or an EU-led CSDP mission with recourse to 

NATO assets and capabilities. 

In autonomous CSDP operations, the EU 
will decide to establish a C2 structure at the 
military-strategic level by opting for an OHQ 
in either (i) a national headquarters offered 
by EU Member States and pre-determined 
in the Force Catalogue5; (ii) other ad hoc 
national OHQs, preferably aligned with the 
EU Framework Nation Concept6; or (iii) the 
MPCC itself, particularly for missions requir-
ing a strong civilian/military component, and 
currently constrained to the Battlegroup level. 
At the operational and tactical level, the EU 
may use the headquarters listed in the Force 
Catalogue or generate ad hoc headquarters 
to command joint operations. The designa-
tion of a military-strategic OHQ in any of 
the Command Options above requires the 
activation, augmentation, and integration of 
the headquarters within the wider chain of 
command. In guiding these processes, the EU 
Manning Guide will provide guidelines on 
the designation, composition and structure of 
the chosen OHQ, whether national, ad hoc, 
or the MPCC itself.

Instead, in joint EU-led operations using 
NATO common assets and capabilities, the 
Transatlantic Alliance could provide its net-
work of permanent C2 assets as the platform 
from which the EU could launch a CSDP 
operation.8 NATO’s Command Structure  
(NCS) is based on two strategic commands, 
the Allied Command Operations (ACO) 
and the Allied Command Transformation 
(ACT). Under the direction of the Supreme 
Allied Command Europe (SACEUR), ACO 
is responsible for the planning and execution 
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of NATO operations, for which it relies on a 
standing headquarters at the strategic-military 
level: the Supreme Headquarters Allied Pow-
ers Europe (SHAPE), located in Mons, Bel-
gium (NATO 2022; NATO 2018). NATO is 
well-equipped to exercise command and con-
trol at all levels and with a wide geographical 
scope, counting with operational-level com-
mands in Brunssum (the Netherlands), Na-
ples (Italy) and Norfolk (Virginia, US), and 
domain-oriented tactical commands: land in 
Izmir (Turkey), sea in Northwood (UK), and 
air in Ramstein (Germany). 

For this reason, having access to this pre-exist-

ing, already operational structure would help 
the EU in acting in a more timely, effective 
manner. Still, the specificities of the chain of 
command that the EU could have access to 
within SHAPE and the terms under which it 
could use it would require an agreement be-
tween the PSC and the North Atlantic Coun-
cil (NAC) (EU C2 Concept 2019, section 
16.b). This may reduce the level of response 
readiness and create friction between Europe-
an NATO Member States and non-EU Allies, 
which could eventually delay and even block a 
CSDP mission if it was not aligned with their 
interests by denying access to NATO C2 as-
sets and capabilities. 

BENEFITS AND SHORTFALLS OF THE CURRENT STRUCTURE

Benefits of a Case-by-Case Approach 
to C2 in the Context of Executive CSDP 
Operations 

The current C2 architecture of the EU is a 
by-product of the history of European inte-
gration in security and defence. It needs to be 
framed in terms of political momentum with-
in the Union and dynamic threat perceptions. 
Historical tensions between EU Members 
often curtailed the implementation of any 
ambitions towards an EU-wide C2 reform. 
The United Kingdom has historically lobbied 
against the creation of integrated, centralised 
EU defence structures -and particularly the 
creation of an OHQ and the trumping of the 
European Defence Agency- even after the St. 
Malo Declaration at the peak of UK-French 

defence cooperation (Brunnstrom 2011; 
Emmott & Siebold 2016). Still, the EU pro-
gressively expanded its role in military inte-
gration efforts: in 2004, the General Affairs 
and External Relations Council created the 
EU Battlegroups concept, which reached full 
operational capability in 2007; in 2010, the 
Headline Goal created civilian/military cells 
within the EU Military Staff to support any 
OHQ in CSDP missions; in 2012, a cen-
tralised EU Operations Centre was created 
for CSPD missions in the Horn of Africa, and 
later expanded to include the Sahel (Simon 
2010; ESDC 2021; EEAS 2022a).9

The departure of the UK from the EU, paired 
with a deteriorating security environment and 
changing threat perceptions in which conven-
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tional war is again on the table, has triggered 
a new wave of EU defence and security ini-
tiatives - also in the field of C2. In this sense, 
the current political context seems to favour 
the strengthening of the MPCC by providing 
it with greater capabilities and authority over 
executive CSDP missions and operations to 
utilise recently already existing C2 structures. 

This ad hoc approach presents an array of par-
ticularly interesting benefits in the context of 
CSPD missions and operations. First, precise-
ly because it is a product of European integra-
tion, the current C2 structure is based on the 
consent and legitimacy provided to it by EU 
Members, which may prevent not only polit-
ical friction within the Union but also foster 
Members’ collaboration and contribution to 
CSDP missions and operations, both overall 
and specifically in terms of C2 assets and ca-
pabilities.  

Secondly, the fact that the exact C2 structure 
of a CSDP mission has to be decided after 
its authorisation allows for more precision in 
adapting the EU’s response to certain crises, 
choosing the command option that is most 
suitable for every case rather than relying on 
pre-existing structures and protocols that may 
not be ideal for specific scenarios. This is es-
pecially the case when considering the strong 
civilian component of EU missions, which 
may find difficulties in performing within tra-
ditional C2 military structures and thus may 
benefit from having a wider variety of Com-
mand Options, some of which may better 
accommodate their needs and facilitate their 
work. This ability to modulate the response to 
the specificities of every CSDP mission and 

operation allows the EU to better achieve its 
strategic goals and navigate complex interna-
tional and regional environments. In addi-
tion, this framework allows us to reach a con-
sensus within the EU and to reach a Council 
decision to authorise a CSDP mission in the 
first place. Having more variables to adjust 
the design of a potential mission may make 
meeting the interests of all EU Members eas-
ier. Increasing the ability to launch CSDP 
missions in quantitative and qualitative terms 
may contribute to a more active role for the 
EU in security and defence and reaching stra-
tegic autonomy. 

Lastly, maintaining an ad hoc, non-standing 
C2 architecture that does not require per-
manent structures avoids duplication with 
the NATO Command Structure, not only 
preventing politically-sensitive debates about 
resource management and defence spending 
but also ensuring that European Member 
States do not decouple from the Transatlan-
tic Alliance and its military assets and capa-
bilities. Provided that the alignment in the 
values, identity and interests of the EU and 
NATO facilitates their Members to act to-
gether in executive missions, it is important 
to maintain EU Members’ commitment and 
ability to work with NATO whilst also being 
capable of acting autonomously if needed. 

Disadvantages of Ad Hoc Command 
and Control Solutions 

The current C2 structure for executive CSDP 
missions and operations offers mostly polit-
ical advantages, along with greater flexibility 
in terms of adapting the command structure 
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to each specific mission (Lawrence 2022). 
However, these benefits come at a cost to 
the detriment of military readiness and ef-
fectiveness, which in turn may alter the po-
litical decision-making process around CSDP 
missions. The architecture set by the EU C2 
Concept requires European decisionmakers 
to negotiate and opt for one of the Command 
Options available (EEAS 2019). This process 
relies on both technical and political variables, 
taking time to evaluate the crisis, reflect on 
the response of the EU, and negotiate which 
Command Option will be chosen. 

Still, after that, any of these options would 
require activation and augmentation to reach 
full operational capability, a time-consuming 
process. The Council may decide to activate 
any pre-identified national headquarters as 
OHQ if found suitable for the specific mis-
sion at hand. However, erecting a multina-
tional OHQ around a national headquarters 
has been found to result in political, mili-
tary and administrative friction and conflict 
(Lawrence 2022; Seibert 2010; Fritsch 2008; 
Pulko, Muherina & Pejic 2016). However, na-
tional headquarters rely mostly -if not entire-
ly- on military components, often lacking the 
civilian elements necessary to accommodate 
the EU’s integrated approach (EuroDefence 
Deutschland 2008). This would limit the ma-
noeuvrability of the EU to design the mission 
or operation as required or to deploy a civilian 
mission in parallel to work along the OHQ, 
with all the limitations and inefficiencies at-
tached. Moreover, even if willingly assumed 
by the EU Member offering its national head-
quarters, the resulting arrangement could be 
very burdensome on that state, even if limited 

in time, and incompatible with principles of 
burden sharing in the European Union (Eu-
roDefence Deutschland 2008).

As explained above, the MPCC could serve 
as OHQ for CSDP missions and operations 
limited to Battlegroup size. Though the per-
manent nature of this structure results in 
higher levels of readiness and availability to 
exercise command and control over an execu-
tive CSDP mission, it suffers from two major 
shortcomings. Firstly, the MPCC is part of 
the European Union Military Staff, which in 
turn belongs to the European External Action 
Service under the authority of the Europe-
an Commission, thus risking to obscure the 
military principle of unity of command by 
responding to different bodies within the EU 
institutional framework (Lawrence 2022). 
Secondly, the MPCC is only mandated and 
prepared to take command over a small ex-
ecutive CSDP mission of Battlegroup size, 
i.e. around 1,500 troops. However, the mil-
itary value offered by EU Battlegroups is very 
limited. They are constrained to the size of a 
battalion, a force too small to deter or defend 
the territorial integrity of European Member 
States, and make a significant impact on any 
mission abroad. Debates regarding the expan-
sion of EU Battlegroups or their redefinition 
into another force of at least the size of a bri-
gade -e.g. the Rapid Deployment Capacity, 
counting with around 5,000 troops (Biscop 
2021)- were already on the table in the discus-
sions of the EU Strategic Compass and pur-
suing the EU’s old military ambitions (Law-
rence 2022). Still, the renewed prospects of 
inter-state conventional war after Russia’s ag-
gression in Ukraine have reaffirmed the need 
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for the EU to be able to conduct larger, more 
capable executive CSDP missions. More-
over, not only are Battlegroups temporary in 
nature and thus unable to develop synergies 
and economies of scale to perform better, but 
their rotatory basis implies that their actual 
deployment in times of crisis would rely on 
the will of Member States who are provid-
ing the troops at that time to deliver on their 
commitment (Biscop 2021). 

As for the Command Option to use NATO 
common assets and capabilities for an EU-led 
CSPD mission, the EU C2 Concept foresees 
how the NAC and the PSC would need to 
agree on the exact NATO assets to be used by 

the EU under the Berlin Plus Agreement. This 
process would require negotiations between 
NATO and the EU, taking precious time and 
risking political friction between both organi-
sations in case their interests were not aligned. 
The precedent reflecting this reality was Op-
eration Althea in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
where negotiations for the EU to use NATO’s 
Command Force were held for 8 months be-
fore an agreement was reached (EuroDefence 
Deutschland 2008). In an extreme case, non-
EU NATO Members could block the negoti-
ations and veto the EU’s access to the NCS, 
should the CSDP mission in question go 
against their national interests.  

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES 

The Potential of a Permanent C2 
Structure 

Developing the structures necessary to thrive 
in facing new threats and pursuing new se-
curity ambitions compels the EU to consider 
creating a permanent C2 structure. Having a 
standing command and control structure in 
place would allow the European Union to face 
crises and threats with higher levels of readi-
ness and effectiveness, pursue its strategic ob-
jectives alongside Allies or alone, and ensure 
the security of its Members and citizens. In 
pursuit of such ambitions, the creation of the 
MPCC and the expansion of its role regarding 
one executive CSDP mission -even if limited 
in size-, represents a first step towards devel-

oping such security and defence machinery. 
Still, the MPCC could not realistically suffice 
in the face of high-calibre, immediate threats 
in Europe and its immediate neighbourhood. 

Having a permanent OHQ ready to assume 
command and control over CSDP missions 
and operations of any size and nature would 
allow the EU to act swiftly and decisively in 
any context. Not needing to debate, negotiate, 
and approve the Command Option in every 
case would allow the EU to save days, weeks, 
or even months to respond to a certain cri-
sis. Moreover, having a properly manned and 
already established OHQ would ensure that 
full operational capability could be reached 
faster and more efficiently, sustained for lon-
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ger periods of time, and able to reorganise or 
adapt to changing needs of the CSDP mis-
sion. An enhanced response capacity would 
give the EU stronger defence and crisis man-
agement capabilities. Moreover, being capable 
of providing a rapid response would allow the 
EU to contemplate acting as a first responder 
in certain environments, both within the EU 
and abroad, thus broadening the spectrum of 
possibilities for CSDP actions.

At the same time, a standing structure would 
allow the development of capabilities that the 
MPCC currently lacks, and which are neces-
sary to achieve meaningful strategic autono-
my. This includes full contingency planning 
capabilities, effective generation of military 
strategic and operational advice to assist mili-
tary planners and policymakers, and acquiring 
and maintaining optimal situational aware-
ness levels in current or potential areas of con-
flict (Lawrence 2022). Developing these and 
other capabilities would lower the risk and 
increase the prospects of success of launching 
CSDP missions and operations, thus allow-
ing a more active role of the EU in security 
affairs and perhaps even making it possible 
to act where it was too costly to do so in the 
past. Among these capabilities, a permanent 
OHQ could be designed to host the EU’s 
unique integrated approach to crisis manage-
ment -something that the NATO Command 
Structure and national OHQs lack-, both in 
preparing for and launching CSPD missions 
and operations (Lawrence 2022). 

From an institutional perspective, moving 
beyond the current Command Options and 
creating a single structure for European C2 

would provide a single reference point, both 
at a military command and civilian policy-
making level. Should the OHQ be based in or 
near Brussels, it would underpin and enhance 
the communication between political-strate-
gic and military-strategic elements in the EU’s 
security architecture, while facilitating coop-
eration with other EU agencies and bodies, as 
well as NATO. With the proper funding and 
resources, the military personnel deployed in 
the OHQ could develop common synergies 
and procedures and grow used to working 
with one another, thus increasing their effec-
tiveness in real-live operations and missions. 
Moreover, creating a permanent structure for 
C2 assets to work together would not only 
foster the creation of common procedures 
and the harmonization of military C2 doc-
trine, but also to promote common European 
strategic and defence culture, and foster and 
facilitate military-civilian cooperation (Law-
rence 2022). 

In this regard, having a properly defined 
permanent structure would also allow the 
Union to overcome burden-sharing prob-
lems attached to certain Command Options. 
Though costly and requiring from a renewed 
commitment to fund and man such perma-
nent OHQ, counting with a well-defined and 
regulated C2 structure would help in allowing 
all Member States to contribute and partici-
pate in European defence integration efforts, 
whilst avoiding over-reliance on the assets of 
particular Members. This would also allow 
the EU to better exploit Member States’ se-
curity and defence strengths, leveraging their 
comparative advantages to contribute to the 
EU’s military efforts where they are the stron-
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gest, while also being able to learn from oth-
ers where they are weakest. The goal: ensuring 
that EU military efforts benefit from the best 
that its Member States have to offer while 
promoting the overall improvement of their 
capabilities. 

Challenges in the Creation of a 
Permanent C2 Structure for All CSDP 
Missions 

Against the arguments in favour of the cre-
ation of a permanent OHQ for executive 
CSDP missions, sceptics have argued that this 
initiative would be merely symbolic, risk du-
plication with NATO, and not truly enhance 
the EU’s role in security and defence (Law-
rence 2022). 

Establishing a permanent C2 structure would 
imply the expansion of existing institutional 
arrangements and the creation of new bodies, 
concepts and procedures. Sceptics claim that 
this dynamic responds to the EU’s tendency 
to place an emphasis on creating institutions 
and platforms without necessarily delivering 
on the substantial goals that these should pur-
sue (EUISS 2020; Lawrence 2022). In other 
words, the Union would focus on creating 
the structure necessary to launch ambitious 
responses while overlooking past and current 
shortcomings in defence, such as Member 
States’ defence spending, levels of military in-
teroperability and hard military capabilities. 
Rather than reinforcing the EU’s role in the 
geostrategic arena, a permanent OHQ that 
turned out to be an empty shell would un-
dermine the Union’s pursuit of strategic au-
tonomy, discrediting its efforts in security and 

defence both at home and abroad.

In this regard, creating a standing C2 struc-
ture is very different from providing it with 
substantial capabilities and sufficient means 
to be effective in times of crisis. EU Member 
States have proven to be much more prone 
to adopt decisions than actually implement-
ing them -particularly in the field of security 
and defence (Lawrence 2022). In the specific 
case of command and control, Member States 
have so far failed to deliver on their commit-
ment to properly man the MPCC as it cur-
rently stands (Lawrence 2022). One would 
therefore expect Member States to be reluc-
tant to properly man and fund an expanded 
MPCC or a whole new institution capable 
of assuming command and control over any 
CSPD mission. In light of this, pressuring 
Member States or lobbying for the expansion 
of the MPCC or the creation of a new C2 
structure by bringing it to the centre of the 
EU’s domestic and foreign policy could also 
create friction in the Union, discouraging 
sceptic Members from contributing to CSDP 
ambitions at all or even prompting some 
states to reconsider their support for the EU’s 
role in security and defence. 

Even when the EU managed to create a stand-
ing C2 structure, provide it with substantial 
capabilities, and man it appropriately, such 
an arrangement would still face the chal-
lenge of having the potential to undermine 
Transatlantic relations. The establishment of 
a C2 architecture in parallel with the NATO 
Command Structure (NCS) has traditional-
ly been labelled as a paradigmatic example of 
duplication within the Alliance, and a conse-
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quent diversion -or waste- of efforts, assets, 
and funding (van Ham 2000; Sloan 2000). 
Transatlantic advocates, US officials, and even 
some voices among European Member States 
often claim that instead of devoting efforts 
and resources to building a second command 
structure, the EU should focus on becoming 
a stronger, more resilient and capable pillar 
within NATO, working on the possibility 
of using the NCS if necessary (Sloan 2000; 
Menon 2002; Stoltenberg 2021; Lawrence 
2022). At a lesser level, it can also be said 
that creating a permanent EU OHQ also 
duplicates structures already existing within 
Member States, which have the potential to 
undertake C2 over CSDP missions as cur-
rently established in the EU C2 Concept, de-
spite the abovementioned shortcomings that 
opting for a national OHQ presents. Should 
duplication occur, or even if it was perceived 
to have occurred, the creation of a permanent 
EU OHQ has the potential to lead to decou-
pling of the EU from NATO and the US’ 
commitments to defend Europe, building off 
from current debates about the EU’s ambition 
for strategic autonomy (Brattberg 2020). 

A Permanent EU OHQ in parallel to the 
NCS

Though the duplication argument is often 
used to discourage and discredit initiatives 
that lead to the creation of structures similar 
to those existing in NATO, a permanent EU 
OHQ could be designed to avoid repeating 
existing military structures. Instead, its design 
should be aimed at attending to the particu-
lar civilian/military nature of CSDP missions 
and operations -a dimension that escapes the 

capacities of the NATO Command Structure. 
If European Member States avoid devoting 
resources to developing structures that mimic 
those within the NATO Command Structure 
and instead create an entity framed within the 
specific needs of CSDP and the EU’s integrat-
ed approach, duplication can be avoided. 

Rather than undermining the Transatlantic 
Alliance, reinforced commitments with EU 
defence in the form of stronger, more capable 
C2 capabilities would help underpin the Eu-
ropean pillar of NATO. This would especially 
be the case if the EU focused on expanding 
the role and capabilities of the MPCC instead 
of creating a whole different institutional ar-
rangement. This would include not only in-
creasing the staff and assets available for the 
MPCC to be able to operate as an OHQ for 
any CSDP mission with enough readiness but 
also integrating the CPCC within its struc-
ture to further embed the integrated approach 
within the EU’s C2 architecture (Biscop 
2018). Whereas the political, military, and 
financial impact of developing a whole new 
C2 structure could be deemed excessive both 
within the EU and vis-à-vis NATO, the ex-
pansion and permanent augmentation of the 
MPCC as it exists would allow developing the 
necessary command capabilities to face new 
threats at a very reasonable cost for the EU.

From a European and Transatlantic perspec-
tive, improving the EU’s C2 structure would 
benefit all stakeholders involved. The fear of 
duplication is partly due to the questions it 
would raise for NATO’s role in the future 
of European defence and security. Indeed, 
the United States and other non-EU NATO 
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Members have long wanted to be asked and 
have a say in the EU defence decision-mak-
ing process (van Ham 2000). Whether this 
reflects a fear of being dragged into wider 
conflicts or a will to retain control over Eu-
ropean defence ambitions is a blurred affair. 
What is clear is that a properly designed per-
manent EU C2 structure would help uphold 
peace in Europe amidst a degrading security 
environment. 

A decade ago, the EU’s C2 structure was per-
ceived to be sufficient by most. However, with 
inter-state conflict being a possibility once 
again, the ability to undertake military action 
on several fronts is paramount. NATO’s assets 
and capabilities largely depend on the Unit-
ed States’ military strength. Should NATO 
face a security crisis not only in the Atlantic 
area but also in the Indo-Pacific, the United 
States would be forced to divert efforts from 
Europe. In this grim yet plausible scenario, 
having a strong EU C2 structure would not 
only ensure that the European Union is capa-
ble of carrying out autonomous, broader and 

more effective CSDP missions and operations 
but also that NATO’s European pillar would 
be much stronger and the Alliance would 
be more resolute in facing threats on several 
fronts. The EU must aim at being able to “do 
a good job”, beyond merely “getting the job 
done” (Simon 2010).

For this reason, any new EU C2 architecture 
must ensure its compatibility with the NATO 
Command Structure so they can work togeth-
er in the future if necessary. The need to be-
come stronger and more strategically capable 
might help overcome tensions over the pursuit 
of European strategic autonomy. Although 
the role of NATO in providing collective de-
fence in Europe has not been questioned but 
rather reaffirmed, developing an autonomous 
C2 structure within the EU would require a 
debate over the role of NATO and US assets 
in European defence, especially if the efforts 
in C2 are followed by the enhancement and 
expansion of wider European military capa-
bilities in all domains of warfare.  

CONCLUSION 

This paper has presented the current military 
command and control structure of the EU 
and explored its role in the context of exec-
utive CSDP missions and operations. Today, 
the structure presents a different approach to 
executive and non-executive CSDP missions 
and operations. C2 in executive CSDP mis-
sions has to be established through one of the 
Command Options foreseen in the EU C2 

Concept -a national headquarters, the MPCC 
or another ad hoc OHQ, or NATO’s Com-
mand Structure-; instead the MPCC holds 
C2 over all non-executive missions. This 
framework is a by-product of the EU’s institu-
tional heritage, thus counting on the consent 
and legitimacy of its Member States. Its varied 
Command Options offer the ability to adapt 
the EU’s response to every specific crisis whilst 
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having a greater margin to navigate complex 
political environments. However, the political 
process necessary to determine and activate 
an EU OHQ for executive CSDP missions, 
combined with the inefficiencies derived from 
each of the Command Options currently fore-
seen, require the EU to re-evaluate whether its 
current C2 architecture is prepared to face the 
security challenges of years ahead. 

Recent institutional reforms following the 
progressive degradation of the EU’s security 
environment have pushed for centralising 
command and control functions in CSDP 
missions. The EU has identified the need to 
complement its normative power with stron-
ger hard security capabilities. In this regard, 
developing the necessary C2 structure to back 
such capabilities has become a priority for the 
Union. Although the first steps have been tak-
en with the creation of the MPCC, much re-
mains to be done. Creating a permanent EU 
OHQ would allow the EU to respond more 
swiftly, effectively and cohesively in current 
and future crises.
Further integration in the field of command 
and control would also pave the way for fur-

ther cooperation and improvement of the 
EU’s overall military capabilities. To this end, 
the EU has to overcome traditional challeng-
es, including Member States’ commitment 
and the risk of duplication with NATO. 
Acknowledging these challenges and finding 
innovative ways to tackle them is crucial to 
leverage the current political momentum fa-
vourable to EU security and defence in pur-
suing enhanced C2 capabilities. Realistically, 
the easiest and most plausible way forward 
would be further strengthening the MPCC 
to encompass all CSDP missions and oper-
ations, both military and civilian, executive 
and non-executive. This would require reas-
sessing the MPCC’s current legal status and 
institutional setup, its accommodation in the 
wider EU policy and decision-making frame-
work, and an active, parallel debate with 
NATO to ensure that the compatibility and 
overlap with the NATO Command Structure 
is optimised. This would be the path of least 
resistance for the EU to acquire the necessary 
means to implement its security and defence 
agenda and deliver on its strategic goals in 
these uncertain times. 
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NOTES

1. Council Conclusions 5413/18, 22 January 2018, on the Integrated Approach to External 
Conflicts and Crises. 

2. EU Concept for Military Command and Control, Rev. 8 (EEAS 202021/8/14, 23 April 
2019).

3. EU Concept for Military Planning at the Political Strategic level (ST17107/14, 19 Decem-
ber 2014).

4. EU Concept for Force Generation (ST14000/15, 11 November 2015).

5. Force Catalogue (FC 17), Rev. 2 (ST6006/17, 7 February 2018).

6. EU Framework Nation Concept  (ST15494/15, 18 December 2015).

7. EU OHQ and FHQ Manning Guide (EEAS01510/14, 16 July 2014). 

8. Identifying main elements of NATO’s European Command Options for EU led Operations 
(doc. MCM 028 03).

9. Council of the EU Decision 2012/173/CFSP, of 23 March 2012, on the activation of the 
EU Operations Centre for the Common Security and Defence Policy missions and operation 
in the Horn of Africa; and Council of the EU Decision 2014/860/CFSP, of 1 December 
2014, amending and extending Decision 2012/173/CFSP.

11. 1999 Helsinki European Council under the Helsinki Headline Goal.
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Created in 1953, the Finabel committee is the oldest military organisation for cooperation between 
European Armies: it was conceived as a forum for reflections, exchange studies, and proposals 
on common interest topics for the future of its members. Finabel, the only organisation at this 
level, strives at:

• Promoting interoperability and cooperation of armies, while seeking to bring together 
concepts, doctrines and procedures;

• Contributing to a common European understanding of land defence issues. Finabel focuses 
on doctrines, trainings, and the joint environment.

Finabel aims to be a multinational-, independent-, and apolitical actor for the European Armies 

member states. Finabel favours fruitful contact among member states’ officers and Chiefs of Staff 
in a spirit of open and mutual understanding via annual meetings.

Finabel contributes to reinforce interoperability among its member states in the framework of 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), the EU, and ad hoc coalition; Finabel neither 
competes nor duplicates NATO or EU military structures but contributes to these organisations 
in its unique way. Initially focused on cooperation in armament’s programmes, Finabel quickly 
shifted to the harmonisation of land doctrines. Consequently, before hoping to reach a shared 
capability approach and common equipment, a shared vision of force-engagement on the terrain 
should be obtained.

In the current setting, Finabel allows its member states to form Expert Task Groups for situations 
that require short-term solutions. In addition, Finabel is also a think tank that elaborates on current 
events concerning the operations of the land forces and provides comments by creating “Food for 

freely applied by its member, whose aim is to facilitate interoperability and improve the daily tasks 
of preparation, training, exercises, and engagement.
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